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1.5.9 Urmila Pawar (1945-)

1.5.10 Bama (Faustina Mary Fatima Rani, 1958-)
1.5.11 Arundhati Roy (1961-)

1.5.12 Sujatha Gidla (1963-)

1.6 Let Us Sum Up
1.7 Questions for Self-Assessment
1.8 Further Readings

1.0 Objective

To introduce students to the rich and diverse voices of Dalit writers, fostering critical
understanding of caste oppression, social injustice, and the power of literature as a tool for
resistance and social transformation. This Unit will aim to broaden perspectives on Indian
literature, challenge dominant narratives, and promote empathy and an understanding of

marginalized experiences of Dalits within Indian society.

1.1 Introduction

Dalit literature is a significant body of literary works that articulate the experiences,
struggles, and aspirations of the Dalit community, historically marginalized and oppressed
within the caste hierarchy of South Asia, primarily India. The term “Dalit” itself, derived
from the Sanskrit, means “broken,” “scattered,” or “crushed to the ground,” reflecting the
social status and lived experiences of those it represents. This etymological meaning
underscores the essence of Dalit literature: a medium for voicing the injustices faced by
Dalits, challenging the hegemonic narratives of the upper castes, and asserting their dignity

and rights.

Dalit literature emerges as a distinct genre in the mid-20th century, though its roots can be
traced back to the Bhakti movement and the writings of Dalit saints like Sant Ravidas (1267
1335) and Sant Chokhamela (lived in Mangalavedha near Pandharpur in Maharashtra in the
14th century). It gained prominence in the 1960s and 1970s, particularly in Maharashtra,
India, with the rise of the Dalit Panther movement, which was inspired by the Black



Panther movement in the United States. The movement and its literature sought not only to
address caste-based discrimination but also to redefine Dalit identity from one of victimhood

to one of resistance and resilience.

The defining characteristics of Dalit literature include its explicit focus on caste as a central
theme, its depiction of the life experiences of Dalits, and its challenge to the social, cultural,
and political structures that perpetuate caste discrimination. It encompasses a variety of
forms, including poetry, autobiography, fiction, and drama, each serving as a medium for

expressing the pain, anger, and hope of the Dalit community.

One of the foundational arguments for recognizing Dalit literature as a separate genre is its
unique perspective and voice. Unlike mainstream Indian literature (also called Literature of
Brahminism), which often overlooks or sanitizes the realities of caste, Dalit literature
provides an authentic, insider view of the caste system’s brutality. It breaks the silence
around caste oppression and serves as a powerful tool for social and political activism,
aiming to dismantle the structures of caste and achieve social justice.

Critics and scholars, such as Anand Teltumbde (born 15 July 1951) and Sharankumar
Limbale (born June 1, 1956), have further argued that Dalit literature is not just a literary
movement but also a social and political one. It questions and subverts the traditional literary
canons, which have historically marginalized Dalit voices, and insists on the importance of
Dalit experiences and narratives being recognized within the broader literary and cultural

discourse.

Dalit literature, rooted in the etymological essence of the term “Dalit,” is a vital expression of
resistance against caste-based oppression. It is a genre that not only documents the atrocities
faced by Dalits but also celebrates their resilience and struggle for dignity. As such, it poses a
challenge to conventional literary traditions and contributes to the ongoing discourse on

caste, identity, and social justice in South Asia and beyond.



1.1 Introduction: Defining Dalit Literature

Dalit literature, emerging as a potent narrative in Indian literature, embodies the struggles,
injustices, and resilience of the Dalit community, historically marginalized in the caste
hierarchy. Bhim Rao Ambedkar, a visionary leader and architect of the Indian Constitution,
significantly influenced this genre by advocating for equality, social justice, and the
upliftment of Dalits. His life and writings, emphasizing the annihilation of caste and
promoting education as a tool for emancipation, serve as a cornerstone for Dalit literature.
This genre not only narrates the plight of Dalits but also celebrates their fight for dignity,

echoing Ambedkar’s enduring legacy of resistance against caste-based oppression.

Dalit literature is a significant and transformative body of work within Indian literature,
representing the voices, struggles, and experiences of the Dalit community. Sharankumar
Limbale, a prominent Dalit writer and critic, has significantly contributed to the discourse
surrounding Dalit literature through both his creative and critical works. In his seminal text,
“Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” (2004), Limbale offers a comprehensive
framework for understanding the unique aesthetic, thematic, and ideological dimensions of
Dalit literature.

According to Limbale, Dalit literature is not merely a subset of Indian literature but a distinct
literary tradition that emerges from the Dalit community’s lived experiences of caste-based
discrimination, violence, and marginalization. He argues that Dalit literature’s primary aim is
to challenge the hegemonic narratives of caste society and to assert Dalit identity, dignity,
and resistance against caste oppression. Limbale emphasizes the importance of authenticity,
experiential narratives, and the expression of Dalit consciousness as core elements that define
Dalit literature. He asserts that the aesthetic of Dalit literature is deeply intertwined with its
socio-political objectives, advocating for the representation of Dalit voices and experiences in

their raw and unfiltered form.

Other critics and scholars have also contributed to the discourse on Dalit literature, providing
diverse perspectives on its characteristics, scope, and impact. Anil Kumar (Sant Sahitya Mein
Dalit Chintan, 2016), for instance, highlights the revolutionary potential of Dalit literature to

subvert dominant caste narratives and foster social change. Prasad points out that Dalit



literature’s emphasis on realism, social critique, and emancipation reflects the community’s

collective aspiration for dignity and equality.

Omprakash Valmiki (30 June 1950 — 17 November 2013), another key figure in Dalit
literature, underscores the autobiographical nature of much Dalit writing, where personal
narratives serve as a powerful tool for exposing the realities of caste oppression. Valmiki’s
own autobiography, Joothan (1997), is a testament to the transformative power of Dalit

literature in illuminating the injustices of the caste system and mobilizing for social justice.

Moreover, critics like Susie Tharu (born 1943) and K. Satyanarayana (Professor in the

Department of Cultural Studies, English and Foreign Languages University (EFL-

U), Hyderabad) have examined the intersectionality within Dalit literature, exploring how
caste intersects with gender, class, and other social hierarchies. They argue that Dalit
literature provides a platform for marginalized voices within the community, such as Dalit

women, to articulate their unique experiences and struggles.

Dalit literature, as delineated by Sharan Kumar Limbale and other critics, is a critical literary
and socio-political movement that seeks to reclaim the dignity, identity, and rights of the
Dalit community through the power of narrative. Its emphasis on authenticity, experiential
narratives, and social critique challenges the dominant caste-based ideologies and narratives,
making it a vital force for social justice and equality. As Dalit literature continues to evolve,
it remains a dynamic and essential part of Indian literature, offering profound insights into the

complexities of caste and its impact on human lives.

1.2 Dalit Movement

The formal history of Dalit Literature and starts with the emergence of The Dalit Panthers, an
influential socio-political movement that emerged in Maharashtra, India, in 1972, which
played a pivotal role in shaping the aesthetics, politics, and literature of the Dalit community.
This movement was inspired by the Black Panther Party of the United States, which fought
for African American rights, and aimed to combat caste discrimination and social injustice
faced by Dalits in India. The Dalit Panthers not only redefined the political landscape for
Dalits but also fostered a unique literary and aesthetic sensibility that continues to influence

Indian literature and art.
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1.2.1 Aesthetics

The aesthetics of the Dalit Panthers is rooted in the raw and visceral representation of the
lived experiences of Dalits. It is characterized by a stark, unflinching portrayal of the
violence, discrimination, and indignity that Dalits have historically faced. This aesthetic
breaks away from the sanitized narratives prevalent in mainstream literature, offering instead
a gritty, realistic depiction of Dalit life. The use of local dialects, folklore, and cultural
symbols in their literature and art further enriched Dalit aesthetic, making it a powerful

medium of expression and identity for the Dalit community.

1.2.2 Politics

Politically, the Dalit Panthers were revolutionary. They sought to mobilize Dalits to fight
against caste oppression, economic exploitation, and social discrimination. By drawing
parallels with the Black Panther movement, they adopted a stance of radical activism and
resistance, challenging both the caste system and the state apparatus that perpetuated caste-
based inequalities. The Panthers advocated for the rights of Dalits to dignity, equality, and
social justice, influencing political discourse in India significantly. Their manifesto, which
outlined the historical injustices faced by Dalits and their demands for redressal, was a
seminal document that encapsulated the political aspirations and demands of the Dalit

community.

1.2.3 Literature

The literature of the Dalit Panthers marked a significant departure from traditional Dalit
narratives. It was imbued with a sense of anger, protest, and a demand for justice, reflecting
the political fervour of the movement. The literary works of Dalit Panther members,
including poetry, essays, and autobiographies, were not just artistic expressions but also tools
of political activism. These works challenged the casteist biases of Indian society and
literature, asserting Dalit identity and dignity. Notable figures such as Namdeo Dhasal (15
February 1949 — 15 January 2014), Raja Dhale (30 September 1940 — 16 July 2019), and J.V.
Pawar (birth; 14 July 1943 ) contributed significantly to this body of literature, using their
writings to highlight the plight of Dalits and to call for radical social change.



The literature of the Dalit Panthers thus served multiple purposes: it was a record of Dalit
suffering and resilience, a critique of caste society, and a manifesto for social and political
change. Through their literary contributions, the Dalit Panthers laid the groundwork for
subsequent generations of Dalit writers and artists, encouraging them to embrace their

identity and to use their creative expressions as a form of resistance.

The Dalit Panthers significantly impacted the aesthetics, politics, and literature of the Dalit
movement in India. Their bold, confrontational style, coupled with a deep commitment to
social justice, redefined Dalit identity and culture. The legacy of the Dalit Panthers continues
to inspire and inform contemporary Dalit activism, literature, and art, underscoring the

enduring power of cultural and political resistance in the struggle against caste oppression.

The post-Dalit Panther era in India marks a significant phase in the evolution of Dalit
literature and aesthetics, characterized by an expansion in themes, forms, and expressions.
This period, extending from the late 1970s to the present, has seen Dalit literature and
aesthetics diversify and deepen, influenced by broader social, political, and cultural changes
within India and the global community. This phase is marked by the consolidation of Dalit
voices in the literary and cultural spheres, increasingly nuanced explorations of identity, and
engagements with new literary forms and technologies.

1.2.4 Evolution of Themes and Narratives

In the aftermath of the Dalit Panther movement, Dalit literature began to explore a wider
array of themes beyond the immediate experiences of caste oppression and resistance. While
the struggle against caste discrimination remained central, writers also delved into issues of
gender, class, and religion, reflecting the intersectionality of Dalit experiences. This period
witnessed the emergence of Dalit feminism, with writers like Bama (born 14 March 1958)
and Urmila Pawar (born in 1945) highlighting the double marginalization of Dalit women

within the caste system and patriarchal structures.

Autobiographies and memoirs became prominent, offering intimate insights into the lived
realities of Dalit individuals. These narratives were not only accounts of suffering but also

testimonies to resilience, solidarity, and the quest for dignity. Works such as Joothan by



Omprakash Valmiki Untouchable Spring by G Kalyan Rao and Karukku by Bama stand out

as seminal texts that blend personal history with social critique.

1.2.5 Aesthetic Innovations

The post-Dalit Panther era witnessed significant aesthetic innovations in Dalit literature.
There was a conscious effort to develop a distinct Dalit aesthetic that was reflective of Dalit
life’s texture, rhythms, and nuances. This aesthetic was characterized by its directness,
rawness, and emotional intensity, often employing local dialects, folk traditions (for example
Untouchable Spring by G Kalyan Rao), and cultural motifs to articulate Dalit experiences and

worldviews.

Dalit literature also began to experiment with form and genre, embracing poetry, short
stories, novels, and plays. The use of symbolism, allegory, and satire became more
pronounced, serving both as artistic devices and means of social commentary. The digital age
further expanded the reach and form of Dalit narratives, with online platforms, social media,

and independent publishing facilitating the emergence of new voices and perspectives.

1.2.6 Cultural and Political Engagement

The post-Dalit Panther period also saw Dalit literature and aesthetics engage more directly
with the cultural and political discourses of the time. Dalit writers and artists challenged
dominant narratives of history, religion, and culture, reclaiming and reinterpreting symbols
and stories that had been used to marginalize them, again for example Untouchable Spring by
G Kalyan Rao. This period also saw the rise of Dalit studies in academia, with scholars and
activists analysing Dalit literature and culture through various theoretical lenses, including

postcolonial theory, feminist theory, and critical caste studies.

Dalit literature’s engagement with politics became more nuanced, reflecting on the
complexities of electoral democracy, affirmative action, and the globalization of caste issues.
The rise of Dalit political parties and movements provided new contexts for Dalit literary and
cultural expressions, contributing to a more dynamic and contested space for Dalit identity

and politics.



1.2.7 Global Perspectives

Finally, the post-Dalit Panther era has been marked by the globalization of Dalit literature
and aesthetics. Dalit writers and artists have gained international recognition, participating in
global dialogues on human rights, social justice, and minority experiences. This global
engagement has enriched Dalit literature with new perspectives and solidarities, connecting
the Dalit struggle to broader movements against racism, discrimination, and inequality

worldwide.

The Post-Dalit Panther era has witnessed a significant transformation in Dalit literature and
aesthetics, characterized by a deepening and diversification of themes, innovative aesthetic
strategies, and an expanded engagement with political and cultural discourses. This period
has solidified the place of Dalit literature within the broader Indian and global literary
landscapes, highlighting its critical role in advocating for justice, equality, and dignity for

Dalits and other marginalized communities.

1.3 Major Concerns in Dalit Literature

The evolution of Dalit literature in India and its growing influence abroad is a testament to
the dynamic and resilient spirit of Dalit voices. Dalit literature, originating from the caste-
based oppression and marginalization of the Dalit community in India, has undergone
significant thematic transformations over the years, reflecting broader social, political, and
cultural shifts. This historical note traces these changing major themes from its inception to

the present, highlighting the expansion and global resonance of Dalit narratives.

1.3.1 Early Phases: Assertion and Resistance

Dalit literature’s roots can be traced back to the Bhakti movement in medieval India, where
Dalit saints like Kabir (1398-1518 CE) and Ravidas (1267-1335) used spiritual poetry to
critique caste discrimination. However, the modern form of Dalit literature emerged
prominently in the 20th century, characterized by themes of assertion against caste-based
injustices and resistance against social oppression. The early works were primarily
autobiographical narratives and poetry, focusing on the experiences of untouchability, social
exclusion, and the quest for identity and dignity. This period laid the foundational ethos of

Dalit literature: a voice for the voiceless.
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1.3.2 The Dalit Panther Movement: Radicalism and Revolution

The 1970s marked a significant shift with the emergence of the Dalit Panther movement in
Maharashtra, inspired by the Black Panther movement in the United States. The literature of
this era adopted a more radical and revolutionary tone, directly challenging caste oppression
and the socio-political structures that perpetuated Dalit marginalization. Themes of anger,
rebellion, and a demand for equality and justice dominated the literary landscape. The Dalit
Panther movement also broadened the scope of Dalit literature by incorporating themes of

solidarity among oppressed communities worldwide.

1.3.3 Post-Panther Era: Diversification and Globalization

Post the Dalit Panther movement, Dalit literature witnessed a diversification of themes and a
broadening of its geographical and cultural reach. Themes expanded to include not just caste
but the intersectionality of gender, class, and religion, reflecting a more nuanced
understanding of Dalit experiences. Autobiographies and personal narratives remained
significant but were complemented by fiction, poetry, and drama exploring these complex

identities.

The late 20th and early 21st centuries saw Dalit literature engaging with themes of
globalization, modernity, and the impact of neoliberal policies on Dalit lives, for example The
God of Small Things by Arundhati Roy. The narrative focus shifted to include issues of
environmental justice, migration, and the diaspora, reflecting the changing socio-economic

landscape of India and the global movement of people.

1.3.4 Contemporary Phase: Transnationalism and Intersectionality

In recent years, Dalit literature has gained a global audience, with works being translated into
multiple languages and Dalit authors participating in international literary festivals and
academic conferences. The themes have become increasingly transnational, with a focus on
the shared experiences of marginalization and resistance among Dalit and other oppressed
communities worldwide. Contemporary Dalit literature also explores themes of love,
sexuality, and personal identity, challenging traditional narratives and embracing a broader

spectrum of human experience.
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1.3.5 Global Dalit Literature: Beyond Borders

As Dalit literature finds audiences and resonates with readers and writers beyond India, it
intersects with global themes of racial, ethnic, and class struggles, aligning with movements
like Black Lives Matter and Indigenous rights. This global dimension underscores the

universality of the fight against oppression and the quest for dignity and justice.

The evolution of Dalit literature from its early phases to the present reflects a journey from
local forms of resistance to a global dialogue on social justice. Its themes have evolved from
direct confrontation with caste oppression to include a broader range of issues affecting Dalit
lives, both in India and in the global context. This historical progression underlines the
adaptability and resilience of Dalit literature as a vital force for change, both within India and

in the wider world.

1.4 Dalit Literature written by Dalits themselves vs Dalit Literature written by non-

Dalit writers

The discourse around Dalit literature, particularly the distinction between works authored by
Dalits themselves versus those written by non-Dalit writers, is complex and layered with
ethical, representational, and aesthetic considerations. This argumentative note delves into the
nuances of this debate, considering the authenticity of voice, the politics of representation,
and the potential for solidarity and allyship.

1.4.1 Argument for Dalit Literature by Dalit Authors

The primary argument in favour of Dalit literature written by Dalits themselves hinges on the
authenticity of wvoice. Dalit writers bring lived experiences of caste oppression,
discrimination, and resilience to their narratives, offering an insider perspective that is deeply
personal and politically charged. This first-hand account adds a layer of authenticity and
credibility to the portrayal of Dalit lives, ensuring that the representation is rooted in the
realities of caste oppression. Works like Joothan by Omprakash Valmiki and The Exercise of
Freedom by Namdeo Dhasal exemplify how Dalit authors use their personal histories and
social realities to craft narratives that resonate with the lived experiences of Dalit

communities.
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Dalit literature by Dalit authors serves as an act of empowerment and a reclamation of
narratives that have historically been marginalized or misrepresented by dominant caste
perspectives. By telling their own stories, Dalit writers assert control over their representation
and challenge the stereotypes and prejudices that pervade mainstream media and literature.
This reclamation extends to the language, motifs, and aesthetics used in their works, which
often draw from Dalit cultural traditions and experiences, enriching the literary landscape
with diverse voices and perspectives, again for example Untouchable Spring by G Kalyan
Rao.

1.4.2 Argument for Dalit Literature by Non-Dalit Writers

Advocates for Dalit literature written by non-Dalit writers argue that literature can be a
powerful tool for solidarity and allyship. Non-Dalit writers, through their works, can bring
attention to issues of caste discrimination and Dalit rights, potentially reaching audiences that
Dalit authors may not. Books like Ants among Elephants: An Untouchable Family and the
Making of Modern India (2017) by Sujatha Gidla (though she identifies with a Dalit
background, her work offers a perspective that bridges communities) and Untouchable (1935)
by Mulk Raj Anand, a non-Dalit, have been pivotal in introducing caste issues to wider

audiences, thereby contributing to the broader discourse on social justice.

The inclusion of Dalit themes in literature by non-Dalit writers can also be seen as enriching
the discourse by introducing diverse perspectives and interpretations. This diversity can foster
a more comprehensive understanding of caste that encompasses not only the experiences of
those directly affected but also the societal, cultural, and historical contexts that perpetuate
caste discrimination. However, this argument hinges on the non-Dalit writers’ approach being

respectful, well-researched, and devoid of appropriation or oversimplification.

1.4.3 Critical Considerations

While both sides of the debate have merit, critical considerations must be addressed. The
potential for appropriation, misrepresentation, and dilution of Dalit voices is a significant
concern when non-Dalit writers engage with Dalit themes. The ethics of representation
demand sensitivity, respect, and a commitment to amplifying rather than overshadowing

Dalit voices.
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Furthermore, the debate underscores the importance of creating spaces within literary and
academic circles where Dalit writers can share their stories on their own terms. Supporting
Dalit authors, ensuring their access to publishing platforms, and promoting their works are
essential steps towards achieving a more inclusive and equitable literary landscape.

While Dalit literature by non-Dalit writers can contribute to the discourse on caste and social
justice, it is imperative that the authenticity, complexity, and diversity of Dalit experiences
are best captured and conveyed by Dalit authors themselves. The debate ultimately
emphasizes the need for a literary ecosystem that values and amplifies marginalized voices,
fostering a richer, more nuanced understanding of the human condition through the lens of

caste.

1.5 Prominent Authors and Major Works of Dalit Literature

The pre-independence era in India was marked by social and political upheavals, with the
struggle for independence from British colonial rule intertwined with internal demands for
social reform and justice. Within this context, Dalit literature emerged as a powerful voice,
articulating the pains, struggles, and aspirations of the Dalit community, historically
subjected to caste-based discrimination and exclusion. Although the term “Dalit literature”
gained prominence post-independence, particularly with the rise of the Dalit Panther
movement in the 1970s, several key figures in the pre-independence era laid the groundwork
for Dalit expression through their writings and activism. These writers used literature as a
tool to critique the caste system, advocate for social equality, and assert Dalit identity and
dignity. This section highlights some of the major Dalit writers of the pre-independence era

and their famous works.

1.5.1 Jyotirao Phule (1827-1890)

Jyotirao Phule was a pioneering social reformer and writer who played a critical role in
advocating for the rights of the lower castes and women in the 19th century. He is best known

for his work Gulamgiri (Slavery), published in 1873, which critiqued the caste system and the

notion of Brahminical supremacy. Phule’s writings were revolutionary, laying the ideological
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foundation for later Dalit literature and activism. He sought to mobilize the lower castes

against social injustices through his educational and social initiatives.

1.5.2 Pandita Ramabai (1858-1922)

Pandita Ramabai was a social reformer, educator, and writer who made significant
contributions to the emancipation of women, including those from Dalit and marginalized
communities. Her work The High-Caste Hindu Woman, published in 1887, exposed the
plight of Hindu women, particularly widows, and criticized the patriarchal structures of
Hindu society. Ramabai’s advocacy for women’s education and her efforts to uplift
marginalized groups mark her as a key figure in the history of Dalit and feminist literature in
India.

1.5.3 Dr. B.R. Ambedkar (1891-1956)

Although more renowned for his post-independence contributions as the principal architect of
the Indian Constitution and a champion of Dalit rights, Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s early work laid
a critical foundation for Dalit literature and thought. His writings, including Annihilation of
Caste (1936), offered a scathing critique of the caste system and Hindu social order, and The
Buddha and His Dhamma (1957), published posthumously, which offered an alternative
religious and moral framework for Dalits seeking liberation from caste oppression.
Ambedkar’s work is seminal, not only for its intellectual rigor and challenge to orthodox
Hinduism but also for articulating a vision of equality and social justice that continues to

inspire Dalit literature and activism.

1.5.4 E.VV. Ramasamy “Periyar” (1879-1973)

Though primarily known as a social reformer and the founder of the Self-Respect Movement
in Tamil Nadu, E.V. Ramasamy, popularly known as Periyar, also contributed to literature
that questioned caste and religious superstitions. His speeches and writings, though not
literary in the traditional sense, influenced Tamil literature by challenging Brahminical

dominance and advocating for rationalism, social justice, and equality.

The post-independence era up to the emergence of the Dalit Panthers movement in the early
1970s marks a significant phase in the development of Dalit literature in India. This period
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saw the articulation of Dalit consciousness through a burgeoning body of literary works that
explored the themes of caste oppression, social discrimination, and the quest for identity and
dignity. The literature from this era laid the groundwork for the radical activism of the Dalit
Panthers and contributed to a more profound understanding of the Dalit experience. The
following major Dalit writers from this period and their notable works have been

instrumental in shaping the contours of Dalit literature.

1.5.5 Babu Jagjivan Ram (1908-1986)

Babu Jagjivan Ram, a prominent Dalit leader, and politician, also contributed to the literature
and discourse on Dalit rights and social justice through his political writings and speeches.
Though more known for his political career, his advocacy and articulations provided a
significant voice for Dalits in the early years of independent India, contributing to the broader
narrative of Dalit empowerment.

Shankarrao Ramchandra Kharat (1921-2001)

Shankarrao Kharat emerged as a prominent Dalit writer, bringing to the fore the lived
experiences of Dalits in Maharashtra through his short stories and novels. His works delve
into the realities of caste discrimination and offer insights into the social dynamics of rural
and urban Maharashtra. Kharat’s narratives are celebrated for their realism and poignant

portrayal of the struggles and aspirations of Dalit communities.

1.5.6 Namdeo Dhasal (1949-2014)

Though Namdeo Dhasal is more commonly associated with the Dalit Panthers movement he
co-founded in 1972, his early poetry laid the groundwork for the literary and activist wave
that the movement would embody. His seminal work Golpitha (1972) a collection of Marathi
poems, broke new ground in Marathi literature with its raw depiction of life in Mumbai’s
underbelly, combining revolutionary zeal with a profound empathy for the marginalized.
Dhasal’s poetry from this period is a landmark in Dalit literature, marking a shift towards

more radical and politically charged themes.
1.5.7 Raja Dhale (1940-2019)

Alongside Dhasal, Raja Dhale is another key figure whose writings and activism were

instrumental in the formation of the Dalit Panthers. His writings, including essays and
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articles, critiqued the caste system and advocated for Dalit rights, playing a crucial role in the

intellectual underpinning of the Dalit Panther movement.

The period following the emergence of the Dalit Panthers movement in the early 1970s marks
a significant and transformative era in the development of Dalit literature in India. This phase
has been characterized by a proliferation of voices, themes, and literary forms, reflecting the
diverse experiences and aspirations of the Dalit community. The post-Panthers era has seen
Dalit literature gaining prominence not only in regional languages but also on the national
and international stages, with works being translated into multiple languages and receiving

widespread recognition.

1.5.8 Omprakash Valmiki (1950-2013

Omprakash Valmiki is a towering figure in Hindi Dalit literature, best known for his
autobiography Joothan (1997). Joothan, which means scraps of food left on a plate, destined
for the trash, metaphorically refers to the life of Dalits considered unworthy by the upper
castes. Valmiki’s work is a seminal text that provides a harrowing account of his life as a
Dalit in post-independence India, highlighting the systemic and ingrained nature of caste-

based discrimination and social exclusion.

1.5.9 Urmila Pawar (1945-)

Urmila Pawar has made significant contributions to Marathi literature and the feminist
movement in India. Her autobiography Aaydan (The Weave of My Life, 2003) is a landmark
work that explores the intersections of caste and gender, offering insights into the life of Dalit
women. Pawar’s narratives are potent explorations of the struggles and resilience of Dalit

women, making her a pivotal figure in both Dalit and feminist literature in India.

1.5.10 Bama (Faustina Mary Fatima Rani, 1958-)

Bama, a Tamil writer and educator, emerged as a prominent voice with her autobiographical
novel Karukku (1992), which means ‘palmyra leaves’ that are sharp and serrated. Karukku is
a ground-breaking work that chronicles her experiences as a Dalit Christian woman,
navigating the dual oppressions of caste and gender. Bama’s writings are celebrated for their
vivid portrayal of Dalit life in Tamil Nadu and her critique of both caste and patriarchal

structures.
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1.5.11 Arundhati Roy (1961-)

Though not a Dalit by caste, Arundhati Roy has been an influential figure in bringing
attention to Dalit issues in India through her advocacy and literary work. Her non-fiction
work The Doctor and the Saint (2014), which serves as an introduction to the new edition of
Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste, offers a critical examination of the caste system
and its persistence in modern India. Roy’s engagement with Dalit issues and her global
stature as a writer have helped to amplify Dalit voices and concerns on the international

stage.

1.5.12 Sujatha Gidla (1963-)

Sujatha Gidla’s Ants Among Elephants: An Untouchable Family and the Making of Modern
India (2017) is a memoir that provides a profound insight into the lives of Dalits in India.
Gidla’s narrative weaves together the personal and the political, tracing her family’s history
against the backdrop of India’s social and political movements. Her work stands out for its

exploration of the complexities of caste, class, and identity in contemporary India.

1.6 Let Us Sum Up

Dalit literature, evolving from pre-independence assertions against caste oppression to post-
independence and contemporary explorations of identity, resistance, and social justice,
reflects the dynamic struggles and resilience of the Dalit community in India. Early figures
like Jyotirao Phule and B.R. Ambedkar laid foundational critiques of caste, advocating for
equality. The Dalit Panthers era introduced a radical voice, emphasizing rebellion and socio-
political change, with writers like Namdeo Dhasal. The post-Panthers period saw a
diversification in Dalit literature, with authors like Omprakash Valmiki, Bama, and Urmila
Pawar exploring intersections of caste, gender, and modernity. This literature has not only
expanded to include global Dalit experiences, thanks to authors like Sujatha Gidla, but also
attracted allies like Arundhati Roy, amplifying Dalit voices and concerns on an international
stage. Through authentic narratives and a rich tapestry of themes, Dalit literature continues to

challenge injustices and articulate the aspirations of Dalits.
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1.7 Questions for Self-Assessment

e Describe the transition of Dalit literature from the pre-independence era to the Post-
Dalit Panther movement. How did the themes and objectives of Dalit literature change

over this period?

e Analyse the impact of the Dalit Panthers movement on Dalit literature. What were the

significant shifts in literary themes and styles introduced by the Dalit Panthers?

e Identify three major Dalit writers from the post-independence era to the Dalit Panthers
movement and discuss one seminal work from each. How do these works contribute

to the Dalit literary canon?

e Discuss the significance of contemporary Dalit writers like Bama and Omprakash
Valmiki in the evolution of Dalit literature. How do their works reflect the current

state of Dalit experiences and struggles?

e Evaluate the argument surrounding Dalit literature written by Dalit authors versus
non-Dalit authors. What are the implications for authenticity, representation, and

allyship in the context of Dalit literature?

1.8 Further Readings

e Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” (2004)

e Anil Kumar’s Sant Sahitya Mein Dalit Chintan, 2016

e Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan (1997),

e Untouchable Spring (2000) by G Kalyan Rao

e Karukku (1992) by Bama

e The God of Small Things (1997) by Arundhati Roy

e The Exercise of Freedom (2018) by Namdeo Dhasal

e Ants among Elephants: An Untouchable Family and the Making of Modern India
(2017) by Sujatha Gidla

e Untouchable (1935) by Mulk Raj Anand
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Jyotirao Phule’s Gulamgiri (Slavery) 1873

Pandita Ramabai’s The High-Caste Hindu Woman (1887)
Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936)

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s The Buddha and His Dhamma (1957)
Namdeo Dhasal’s Golpitha (1972)

Urmila Pawar’s Aaydan (The Weave of My Life, 2003)
Arundhati Roy’s The Doctor and the Saint (2014)
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Unit 2 : Dalit Literature as a Critique of Caste System: Caste Consciousness

Structure
2.0 Objective
2.1 Introduction
2.2 Literature of Brahminism
2.3 Caste System in India
2.4 Caste Consciousness
2.5 Dalit Literature as a Critique of Caste System
2.6 Dalit Literature as a Vice of Resistance
2.7 Let’s Sum up
2.8 Questions for Self-Assessment
2.9 Further Readings

2.0 Objective

An objective of introducing “Dalit Literature as a Critique of the Caste System: Caste
Consciousness” in postgraduate courses is to critically engage students with the historical and
socio-political underpinnings of the caste system through literary expressions. This Unit aims
to illuminate the complexities of caste consciousness and its pervasive impact on society as
articulated by Dalit authors. It encourages analytical skills by examining the nuanced critique
of caste hierarchies, fostering a deeper understanding of social equity, human rights, and the

transformative power of literature as a tool for social change.

2.1 Introduction

“Dalit Literature as a Critique of the Caste System: Caste Consciousness” refers to an
insightful exploration into the literary landscape forged by Dalit writers to challenge and
dismantle the deeply entrenched caste hierarchies of Indian society. The corpus of Dalit
works serve not just as a mirror to the pervasive inequities and indignities suffered by Dalits

but also as a platform for resistance and assertion of identity. Rooted in the raw experiences
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of its authors, Dalit literature employs narratives of personal and collective histories to

confront and critique the caste system’s moral, social, and economic foundations.

The term “caste consciousness” within this context refers to the awareness and articulation of
caste as a central force in shaping individual and collective identities. It is through this
consciousness that Dalit literature articulates a counter-narrative to the dominant caste
discourse, questioning and subverting the accepted norms of caste-based discrimination and
segregation.

By integrating personal testimonies with broader socio-political critique, Dalit literature
transcends mere storytelling to become a powerful instrument of social justice. It provides a
nuanced understanding of the caste system’s operations, its impacts on human dignity, and
the relentless struggle for equality. As such, Dalit literature is not only a literary phenomenon
but also a pivotal element in the ongoing discourse on human rights, social reform, and the

quest for an egalitarian society.

2.2 Literature of Brahminism

Dalit literature in India arises as a profound response to the historical narratives and
ideologies propagated by Brahminical literature. This body of literature, which includes texts
such as the Vedas, Upanishads, Smritis, especially the Manusmriti, and the two great epics—
the Mahabharata and the Ramayana—has shaped the socio-cultural ethos of India for
millennia. Within these texts, the doctrine of Brahminism enforces a hierarchical structure
that stratifies society into rigid caste lines, assigning the Brahmins—the priestly and scholarly

class—at the apex of this order.

Brahminical literature has not only served as a religious and philosophical guide for Hindu
life but has also been instrumental in codifying and legitimizing the caste system. Through
narratives, rituals, laws, and didactic stories, these texts have reinforced the varna system,
prescribing social duties (dharma) and establishing the cultural and religious supremacy of

the Brahmins while justifying the marginalization of lower castes, particularly the Dalits.
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In contrast, Dalit literature emerges as a counter-narrative that challenges the hegemonic
constructs of caste and the resultant social discrimination as endorsed by Brahminical texts.
Dalit authors and poets like B.R. Ambedkar, Namdeo Dhasal, and Bama use their works to
critique the caste-based inequalities and to articulate the experiences of oppression,
resistance, and the assertion of identity from the Dalit perspective. Through memoirs, poetry,
fiction, and critical essays, Dalit literature confronts the oppressive legacy of the caste
system, seeking to dismantle the social and cultural narratives that have historically

legitimized caste discrimination.

The interaction between the literature of Brahminism and Dalit literature is thus dialectical:
where Brahminical literature has sought to establish and maintain a certain social order, Dalit
literature interrogates and deconstructs that order. It is a literature of protest, empowerment,
and emancipation, striving to rewrite the Dalit identity from one of subjugation to one of

dignity and equality.

2.3 Caste System in India

The caste system in India is a millennia-old form of social stratification that has been deeply
embedded in the fabric of Indian society. Central to the perpetuation of the caste system is the
body of literature and religious texts associated with Brahminism, which is the orthodox
doctrine of Hinduism maintained by the Brahmin caste. This literature, comprising texts like
the Vedas, Upanishads, Puranas, and the Manusmriti, has played a significant role in

introducing, legitimizing, and reinforcing the caste hierarchy.

The Rigveda, one of the oldest Indian texts, contains the Purusha Sukta hymn, which posits
the origin of the four varnas (castes) from the cosmic being, Purusha. This cosmogonic
explanation provided a divine sanction to the division of society into the Brahmins (priests
and teachers), Kshatriyas (warriors and rulers), Vaishyas (traders and agriculturists), and
Shudras (servants). The Manusmriti, a later legal text, went further in codifying caste rules
and duties, prescribing a rigid social order and justifying the supremacy of Brahmins while
delegitimizing and subjugating lower castes, particularly the Shudras (now referred to as
‘Untouchables’).
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The Dharma Shastras, particularly the Manusmriti, were instrumental in detailing the
behavioral codes for different castes, legitimizing a hierarchy where the Brahmins were
placed at the apex. These texts prescribed the caste-based division of labor, social
interactions, and even dietary customs. By claiming divine origin and authority, these texts
normalized the caste system as an immutable and eternal social order.

Furthermore, the two great Indian epics, the Mahabharata and the Ramayana, reinforced
caste ideals through their narratives and characters. While they predominantly depicted the
lives and values of the upper castes, especially Kshatriyas, their portrayal of characters from
lower castes often reinforced existing social norms and hierarchies. Stories that revolved
around the consequences of violating caste boundaries served to reinforce the rigidity of the
caste system.

Brahminical literature also controlled education, with Vedic learning and the study of
scriptures being exclusive to the upper castes. The denial of access to sacred knowledge for
lower castes, particularly Shudras, perpetuated ignorance and maintained their subjugation.
This ensured that the interpretation of religious and legal texts—and, by extension, the social
and moral order—remained in the hands of the Brahmins.

It is important to note that while Brahminical literature has been a tool for sustaining the caste
system, it has also been subject to reinterpretation and challenge. Figures like Lord Buddha
and Lord Mahavira contested the Vedic interpretations and caste legitimacy. In modern times,
reformers like Jyotirao Phule, B.R. Ambedkar, and E.VV. Ramasamy “Periyar” have critically
engaged with these texts, offering counter-narratives that reject caste discrimination and call
for social equality.

The literature of Brahminism has played a critical role in introducing, perpetuating, and
reinforcing the caste system in India. Through its divine sanctions, legal prescriptions, and
epic narratives, this body of literature established a social order that has had long-lasting
effects on Indian society. However, this same literature has also provided the grounds for
critique and reform, demonstrating the dynamic and contested nature of the caste system and

its representations.

2.4 Caste Consciousness

“Caste consciousness” in the context of Dalit literature refers to the acute awareness of the

caste system’s role in defining and determining the life experiences of individuals born into
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the Dalit community. It is an acknowledgment of the social realities imposed by a rigid

hierarchical structure that has historically marginalized, oppressed, and dehumanized Dalits.

In Dalit literature, this consciousness is not merely a reflection of victimhood but also a
platform for critiquing the caste system and the ideologies that sustain it. Dalit writers use
their works to illuminate the intricacies of caste oppression, the daily indignities suffered by
Dalits, and the systemic denial of their basic human rights. This literature serves as a form of
social and political engagement, challenging the status quo and advocating for a reimagined
social order based on equality and justice.

Caste consciousness also involves a reclamation of Dalit identity, history, and culture, which
have been systematically erased or misrepresented by dominant caste narratives. Through
stories, poems, and autobiographical accounts, Dalit writers assert their identity and articulate
a collective consciousness that resists marginalization. They create a space for Dalit voices
and perspectives, fostering solidarity within the community and among allies.

Moreover, Dalit literature’s caste consciousness extends to an examination of the
intersectionality within the Dalit community, such as the experiences of Dalit women, and the
influence of caste on other social categories like gender, class, and religion.

In essence, caste consciousness in Dalit literature is a critical tool—it exposes the social
injustices rooted in caste, energizes the Dalit community’s political and social thought, and

forms the bedrock of the Dalit movement for emancipation and equality.

2.5 Dalit Literature as a Critique of Caste System

Dalit literature serves as a critical instrument in the interrogation and denouncement of the
caste system in India. As a literary movement, it arose out of the need for Dalit voices to
articulate their own experiences, often in stark contrast to the idealized narratives perpetuated

by the traditional Brahminical literature.

The essence of Dalit literature as a critique of the caste system is encapsulated in its
foundational endeavor to subvert the narratives that have historically marginalized Dalits.
Dalit critics and authors have often highlighted the ways in which Brahminical texts have
entrenched caste hierarchies, normalizing the subjugation of lower castes. Through poignant
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narratives, Dalit literature exposes the dehumanization inherent in the caste system and the
pervasive violence it inflicts upon those at its lowest rungs.

Dalit critics like Dr. B.R. Ambedkar have been at the forefront of this critical discourse.
Ambedkar, in his undelivered speech “Annihilation of Caste,” argued against the religious
and moral underpinnings of the caste system, which Brahminical texts have often defended.
He sought to dismantle the philosophical justifications for caste and called for a radical
restructuring of Indian society.

Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” is another seminal work,
which discusses the need for Dalit literature to be understood on its own terms, with its
unique aesthetics and thematic concerns. Limbale posits that Dalit literature should not only
be seen as a response to oppression but also as a reflection of Dalit life in all its dimensions,
including its joys, sorrows, and aspirations.

Dalit feminist critics like Urmila Pawar and Sharmila Rege (1964-2013) have expanded this
critique by highlighting the intersection of caste and gender. Their work elucidates how the
caste system doubly oppresses Dalit women, who suffer the brunt of both caste-based and
gender-based discrimination. Pawar’s autobiography Aaydan (The Weave of My Life), for
instance, is not only a personal narrative but also a cultural document that challenges the
patriarchal and casteist structures of society.

The literature of Namdeo Dhasal, a co-founder of the Dalit Panthers, employs visceral
imagery and raw language to bring the realities of the oppressed to the fore. His poetry
collection Golpitha breaks away from upper-caste literary norms and adopts a language that
is unapologetically rooted in the lived experiences of Dalits. His work embodies the anger
and protest that are central to the Dalit literary critique of the caste system.

Contemporary Dalit critics continue to navigate the complex nexus of caste, class, and
politics. Anand Teltumbde’s (born 1951) analysis extends the discussion of caste into the
realms of capitalism and globalization, examining how these forces intersect with and
reinforce caste hierarchies.

Dalit literature, as a whole, is marked by a refusal to conform to the sanitization of the caste
experience. It insists upon the truth of caste atrocities and the resilience of Dalit communities
in the face of such adversities. Dalit critics argue for the recognition of their literature as an
independent and legitimate literary tradition that provides a voice to the historically voiceless.
In summary, Dalit literature’s role as a critique of the caste system is multi-faceted—it is a
tool for social critique, a means for historical documentation, a voice for the marginalized,

and a platform for advocacy and reform. It embodies the struggle for dignity and equality,
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confronting the social and cultural hegemony of the caste system. Dalit critics, through their
scholarly and creative work, have been pivotal in shaping this literature not just as a subset of
Indian writing, but as a robust and standalone literature.

Dalit literature stands as a poignant and assertive body of work within the Indian literary
canon. Its emergence and evolution are deeply entwined with the socio-political movements
that sought to dismantle the centuries-old caste hierarchy entrenched in Indian society. At its
core, Dalit literature is an act of resistance—it is a literature of protest that not only critiques
the caste system but also serves to redefine the identity and humanity of those it represents.

2.5.1 The Caste System and Brahminical Literature

Historically, the caste system in India has been a rigid social order where individuals were
born into a particular caste that determined their social status, occupational roles, and the
degree of respect or stigma they received. Brahminical literature, as discussed earlier, with
texts like the Manusmriti, perpetuated this system, portraying it as a divinely ordained
structure. It provided the ideological underpinnings that justified the privileges of the upper
castes and the subjugation of the lower castes, particularly the Shudras.

2.5.2 Dalit Literature as a Critique

Dalit literature emerged as a response to the hegemonic narratives of Brahminical literature.
It seeks to subvert the dehumanizing caste-based narratives by giving voice to those who
have been silenced or marginalized in mainstream literary discourses. This literature is
marked by a raw and unflinching portrayal of the lived experiences of Dalit individuals,

offering a counter-narrative that questions and challenges the caste system’s legitimacy.

2.5.3 Themes in Dalit Literature

A key theme in Dalit literature is the explicit portrayal of caste-based atrocities and
discrimination. Works such as Bama’s Karukku and Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan depict the
daily humiliations faced by Dalits and their struggle for basic dignity. Such literature also
often includes a critique of the silence and complicity of the state and society in maintaining
caste-based hierarchies.

Dalit literature also explores the themes of identity and self-assertion. It seeks to reconstruct
the Dalit identity from one defined by oppression to one characterized by resistance,

resilience, and agency. This literature becomes a space for Dalits to articulate their own
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histories, cultures, and aspirations, challenging the monolithic narratives imposed by upper-

caste hegemony.

2.5.4 Dalit Feminism

The intersection of caste and gender is another critical area that Dalit literature addresses.
Dalit feminism brings to light the double oppression faced by Dalit women—caste
discrimination compounded by patriarchal oppression. Writers like Urmila Pawar in The
Weave of My Life and P. Sivakami in The Grip of Change (2006) address the specific
struggles of Dalit women, advocating for their rights and articulating a feminist perspective

that is sensitive to caste issues.

2.5.5 Language and Aesthetics

Dalit literature is also notable for its use of language. Often written in regional languages and
dialects, it employs a lexicon that is rooted in the lived realities of Dalit communities. This
use of language is both a form of authenticity and a political choice, as it resists the
Sanskritization of language and literature.

The aesthetics of Dalit literature is shaped by its commitment to truth-telling. It often adopts a
realist mode, focusing on the stark portrayal of reality. Yet, it is also imbued with a sense of
hope and the possibility of transformation, as it envisions a world beyond caste oppression.
Dalit Literature is a multifaceted discourse that not only contests the Brahminical hegemony
and its literature but also constructs a space for the reclamation of Dalit identity and history.
Dalit critics and authors, through their literary and academic pursuits, have been pivotal in
articulating a counter-narrative to the caste system, which has long permeated the social
fabric of India.

2.5.6 Historical Context and the Emergence of Dalit Literature

The roots of Dalit literature as a critique of the caste system can be traced back to the Bhakti
movement, where saint-poets like Kabir and Ravidas spoke against caste discrimination.
However, it was not until the 20th century that a cohesive body of Dalit literature began to
emerge, with figures like Dr. B.R. Ambedkar leading the way in articulating an anti-caste
philosophy. Post-independence, as Dalits began to gain access to education and assert their

rights, Dalit literature evolved as a distinct and assertive voice in Indian literature.
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2.5.7 Theoretical Underpinnings of Dalit Critique

Dalit critics draw upon a range of theoretical frameworks, including Marxism, feminism, and
postcolonialism, to dissect the caste system. Ambedkar’s own scholarship, which was
influenced by his engagement with Western theories of democracy and social justice,
provides a foundational critique of caste as a unique form of social hierarchy that is distinct

from class and race.

2.5.8 Ambedkar’s Critique of Caste

Dr. Ambedkar’s seminal text, Annihilation of Caste, lays down a comprehensive critique of
the caste system, which he saw as antithetical to the principles of equality, liberty, and
fraternity. Ambedkar challenged the religious and moral justifications of caste, calling for a
radical reformation of Hindu society and the dismantling of the caste system. He argued that
caste is not just a division of labour but a division of labourers, creating an artificial hierarchy

that oppresses the majority for the benefit of a few.

2.5.9 Dalit Aesthetics and the Challenge to Brahminical Literary Canons

Dalit literature also critiques the caste system by challenging the aesthetic norms established
by the Brahminical literary canon. Dalit aesthetics embrace what mainstream literary
traditions have often dismissed: the language of the oppressed, colloquial expressions, and
the experiences of marginality. The aim is to subvert the Sanskritized literary traditions that
have excluded Dalit voices and to create a literature that resonates with the lives of Dalit

people.

2.5.10 The Politics of Dalit Literature

The politics of Dalit literature are inherently tied to its critique of the caste system. Dalit
literature does not exist in a vacuum; it is part of a larger Dalit movement that seeks social
transformation. The literature serves as a mouthpiece for political activism, demanding not
only cultural recognition but also socio-economic and political rights. The Dalit Panthers,
influenced by the Black Panther movement in the United States, epitomized this blend of

literature and activism.
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2.6 Dalit Literature as a Vice of Resistance

Dalit literature has emerged as a powerful and essential critique of India’s entrenched caste
system. It stands as a forceful rejection of centuries of systemic oppression, offering personal
and collective narratives that dissect the mechanisms, consequences, and insidious nature of
caste-based discrimination. Dalit critics have played a pivotal role in illuminating the ways in
which Dalit literature serves as this counter-narrative, exposing the harsh realities of the caste

system and asserting a powerful challenge to its legitimacy.

Dalit critics have identified several core themes and critiques present within Dalit Literature
that directly undermine the premises upon which the caste system rests. Dalit writers and
critics challenge the very foundations of the dominant Hindu narratives on which the caste
system is often justified. They expose how stories, myths, and symbolism within Hindu
scriptures were manipulated to uphold caste hierarchies and legitimize Brahminical
supremacy. Writers like Kancha Illaiah Shepherd (born 1952) argue that Hindu religious texts

must be critically examined for their role in perpetuating caste-based oppression.

A major thrust of Dalit literature lies in its unflinching portrayal of the routine violence,
humiliation, and dehumanization faced by Dalits. It reveals the hidden horrors of casteism—
untouchability, social exclusion, economic exploitation, and physical brutality. Sharankumar
Limbale, in his seminal work “Towards an Aesthetics of Dalit Literature,” emphasizes the
need for Dalit writers to bear witness to these experiences as a form of both testimony and

resistance.

Dalit literature tears down the facade of meritocracy and harmonious social order often
presented by upper-caste narratives. It exposes the deep-seated hypocrisies of a system that
preaches spiritual purity while perpetuating systemic oppression. These writings highlight
how caste functions not only through overt violence but through everyday microaggressions,

coded language, and subtle social exclusions.
Dalit writers reclaim narratives long controlled by dominant groups. They assert a distinct

Dalit identity that resists both erasure and the stereotypes imposed on their communities. This

act of self-definition is an integral step towards dismantling caste, as it shifts the locus of
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representation away from upper-castes towards those most impacted by the system. The
writings and philosophy of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar are deeply embedded in Dalit literature and
criticism. His work, particularly his call for the ‘annihilation of caste’ and his emphasis on
education and social justice, offers a guiding framework for challenging Brahminical
ideologies. Dalit critics draw heavily upon Ambedkarite thought to analyse and articulate the

need for radical social transformation.

2.6.1 The Power of Lived Experience and Testimony

Dalit critics emphasize the unique strength Dalit literature derives from its grounding in lived
experiences. Dalit writers often utilize autobiographies, short stories, and poetry to give voice
to the pain, anger, and resilience of those most affected by the caste system. This act of
turning lived experience into literature becomes an assertion of both existence and defiance.
Critics like Sharankumar Limbale argue that this directness of expression distinguishes Dalit
Literature from more ‘refined’ literary traditions that often obscure or intellectualize social
realities. The raw emotions and the everyday language used in Dalit writing create a visceral
understanding of caste oppression difficult to achieve through detached academic analysis.

2.6.2 Challenging Literary Conventions and Aesthetics

Dalit literature often subverts conventional literary aesthetics that have historically upheld
caste hierarchies. It rejects romanticized portrayals of village life or the use of highly
Sanskritized language that were often associated with upper-caste writing. Instead, Dalit
works employ direct language that reflects the everyday realities of Dalit communities.
Aniket Jaaware (Professor of English at Shiv Nadar University), in his analysis of Dalit
literature (Practicing caste: On Touching and Not Touching, 2018), points out that Dalit
writers frequently employ symbols and imagery drawn from their own experiences and
cultural traditions. These counter conventional depictions of beauty and find power in
narratives of labour, hardship, and resistance.

2.6.3 The Intersectionality of Caste

Dalit critics highlight the intersectional nature of caste oppression, recognizing that it cannot
be understood in isolation. They argue that caste interacts with other axes of oppression such
as gender, class, and religion to create compounded forms of discrimination and
marginalization. The writings of Dalit women like Bama, Urmila Pawar, and Baby Kamble
(1929-2012) expose the double burden of caste and patriarchy. They reveal how Dalit women
experience specific forms of violence, exploitation, and silencing within both their
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communities and the broader society. Dalit critics often critique notions of caste as purely a
‘cultural’ phenomenon. They argue that the caste system is intricately tied to economic
exploitation, landlessness, and the perpetuation of poverty within Dalit communities. While
much Dalit literature focuses on rural settings, contemporary writers also explore the
persistence of caste dynamics within urban contexts. They examine how caste discrimination
manifests in modern institutions, employment, and social interactions, even when overt forms

of untouchability may appear less rigid.

2.6.4 Beyond Victimhood: Ambitions and Aspirations

An important aspect of Dalit literature’s critique lies in its portrayal of Dalits not merely as
victims but as individuals with complex aspirations, desires, and the capacity for resistance.
Works explore struggles for education, dreams of a better future, and the fight to achieve
dignity and basic human rights. Dalit literature often celebrates acts of defiance against caste,
both overt and subtle. It highlights moments of rebellion, the search for alternative spaces of
dignity, and the importance of collective action. For many Dalit writers, Dr. Ambedkar
himself is a symbol of the potential for Dalit liberation. His life, education, and success are a
direct challenge to narratives portraying Dalits as intellectually inferior or incapable of social

advancement.

2.6.5 Controversies and Debates Within Dalit Critique

Dalit literature and its critical analyses are not monolithic realms. There are ongoing debates
and complexities within the Dalit critique of the caste system. Critics grapple with questions
around who has the ‘right’ to represent Dalit experiences. Some argue for a greater focus on
writers from the most oppressed sub-castes, to ensure that lived experiences of extreme
marginalization are foregrounded. Debates also exist over the extent to which non-Dalit
writers and critics can meaningfully contribute to the understanding and analysis of Dalit
literature. While some see a role for empathetic allies, others emphasize the priority of Dalit
voices in defining their own experiences. There are varying perspectives on how Dalit writers
should engage with mainstream Indian literature. Some argue for a complete rejection of its
aesthetics and traditions, while others see potential in transforming it from within and

challenging its historically privileged position.

Major Dalit critics and scholars have extensively commented on the role of Dalit literature in

resisting and reframing the narrative around caste oppression.
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A influential voice, Gopal Guru (editor of the journal Economic and Political Weekly)
emphasizes the emancipatory potential of Dalit literature. He argues that Dalit writings
articulate the complexities of social exclusion and discrimination, challenging the
Brahminical social order by exposing its moral and ethical deficiencies. For Guru, Dalit
literature is an act of resistance that refuses to internalize the values of the oppressor, instead
offering a counter-narrative that celebrates Dalit resilience and agency. While not a Dalit
critic per se, Arundhati Roy has contributed to the discourse on caste and resistance through
her introductions to Ambedkar’s works and her activism. Roy’s commentary often highlights
how Dalit literature, and Ambedkar’s writings in particular, have challenged the sanctity of
the caste system and inspired movements for social justice. Anand Teltumbde’s analysis
often situates Dalit literature within the broader context of anti-caste intellectual traditions
and social movements. He underscores the importance of Dalit literature in educating and
mobilizing for social change, while also critiquing the socio-economic structures that
continue to perpetuate caste disparities. And D.R. Nagaraj (1954-1998) has offered nuanced
insights into the interplay between Dalit literature and other cultural texts. He perceives Dalit
literature as a form of cultural memory that contests and reconfigures the dominant
Brahminical narratives. Nagaraj’s work often delves into the symbolic and aesthetic
dimensions of Dalit resistance, articulating how literature serves as a space for the
reclamation of dignity and historical agency.

Collectively, these critics view Dalit literature as a platform that amplifies the voices of those
marginalized by caste. It serves as a repository of Dalit experiences, a beacon for social
reform, and a forceful challenge to the caste-based strictures of Indian society. Through its
narratives of pain, resistance, and hope, Dalit literature re-envisions the social landscape,
advocating for a society where the humanity of every individual is recognized and respected,
free from the shackles of caste. It is a form of resistance that not only critiques and exposes
the fallacies and cruelties of caste oppression but also imagines and strives towards a more

equitable and just society.
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2.7 Let’s Sum up

“Caste consciousness”, originating as a response to the Brahminical texts that codified the
caste system, has evolved into a robust voice of resistance. Critics like Sharankumar Limbale
and Gopal Guru have highlighted its dual role in asserting Dalit identity and challenging caste
oppression. Limbale emphasizes Dalit literature’s narrative of struggle and hope, while Guru
sees it as a tool for exposing and deconstructing the moral failings of the caste hierarchy.
Arundhati Roy and Anand Teltumbde have also contributed to the discourse, underscoring
the literature’s role in fostering social justice movements. D.R. Nagaraj views it as a
reclamation of cultural memory and dignity. Collectively, these critiques position Dalit
literature as a transformative force, contesting dominant narratives and envisioning a just
society free from caste-based discrimination through “caste consciousness”. Dalit literature is
a literature of empowerment, embodying the resilience and aspirations of the Dalit

community.

2.8 Questions for Self-Assessment

Critical Perspectives: How do critics like Sharankumar Limbale and Gopal Guru

conceptualize the role of Dalit literature in resisting the caste system in India?

e Literary Activism: In what ways does Dalit literature serve as a form of activism and
caste consciousness, according to the views expressed by major Dalit critics and

scholars?

e Interplay of Narratives: How does Dalit literature challenge and redefine the

narratives established by Brahminical texts, based on the discussions above?

e Cultural Memory and Identity: Discuss D.R. Nagaraj’s perspective on the role of Dalit

literature in preserving cultural memory and reasserting Dalit identity.
e Literature as a Vision for the Future: Reflect on how Dalit literature not only critiques

the existing social order but also articulates a vision for an egalitarian society, as

inferred from the overall discussions.
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2.9 Further Readings

e Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” (2004)

e Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan (1997),

e Karukku (1992) by Bama

e The God of Small Things (1997) by Arundhati Roy

e The Exercise of Freedom (2018) by Namdeo Dhasal

e Ants among Elephants: An Untouchable Family and the Making of Modern India
(2017) by Sujatha Gidla

e Jyotirao Phule’s Gulamgiri (Slavery) 1873

e Pandita Ramabai’s The High-Caste Hindu Woman (1887)

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936)

e Namdeo Dhasal’s Golpitha (1972)

e Urmila Pawar’s Aaydan (The Weave of My Life, 2003)

e Arundhati Roy’s The Doctor and the Saint (2014)
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Unit 3 : Emergence of Literature of Resistance and Dalit Aesthetics

Structure
3.0 Objective
3.1 Introduction
3.2 Literature of Resistance
3.3 Dalit Literature as Literature of Resistance
3.4 Dalit Aesthetics: An Overview
3.5 Let’s Sum up
3.6 Questions for Self-Assessment
3.7 Further Reading

3.0 Objective

The objective of integrating the study of Literature of Resistance and Dalit Aesthetics into
postgraduate curricula is to foster critical engagement with texts that articulate dissent and
marginality. These literary forms challenge hegemonic discourses, providing students with
diverse perspectives that interrogate caste, class, and power structures. Engaging with such
literature equips scholars with the analytical tools to understand and critique social injustices,
and underscores the transformative power of literature as a medium for social change and
empowerment. It also enriches the academic discourse with voices that have historically been

silenced, promoting inclusivity and diversity in literary studies.

3.1Introduction

The inception of Literature of Resistance and Dalit Aesthetics into postgraduate studies
marks a pivotal expansion of the literary canon, acknowledging the potency of literature as a
force for socio-political change. This inclusion signifies a pedagogical shift towards
embracing narratives that emanate from the fringes of society, providing a platform for voices
that articulate the lived experiences of oppression and struggle. Dalit Literature, in particular,
emerges from the Dalit community in India—historically marginalized by the caste system—
and embodies a profound critique of caste-based discrimination. The study of these literatures

at the postgraduate level not only diversifies academic inquiry but also impels students and
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scholars to reckon with the complexities of identity, resistance, and human dignity. As an
academic endeavor, it prompts critical examination of societal constructs and inspires a

scholarly activism that champions equality and social justice through literary exploration.

3.2Literature of Resistance

Literature of Resistance refers to a body of written works that challenge and critique
established power structures and social norms. It encompasses various forms of literary
expression, including poetry, novels, plays, and essays, that seek to confront and question
injustices, inequalities, and oppressions perpetuated by political, social, and economic
systems. This literature often arises from the experiences of marginalized or subjugated
groups and acts as a vehicle for voicing dissent, advocating for change, and articulating
alternative visions of society. It is inherently political and frequently intersects with social
activism, giving a platform to those who are otherwise unheard. Literature of Resistance is
not confined to any one period or place; it spans across cultures and times, reflecting the

universal human struggle for freedom, rights, and autonomy.

The theoretical paradigms of Literature of Resistance are diverse and draw from various
critical frameworks that enable the analysis and understanding of texts engaging with themes

of resistance. Here are some key theoretical perspectives:

Marxist Criticism: This framework analyzes literature based on class struggle and the socio-
economic interactions between different classes. It views literature of resistance as a
reflection of the conflicts between the oppressed and the oppressors, often focusing on issues
of economic injustice and the quest for social change.

Postcolonial Theory: This examines the effects of colonization on cultures and societies. It
explores themes of identity, race, and imperialism, often challenging the narrative of the
colonizer and giving voice to the colonized. It underscores how literature serves as a form of

resistance against the legacy of colonial power structures.
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Feminist Criticism: Feminist theory looks at literature through the lens of gender dynamics,
scrutinizing the patriarchal structures that have traditionally marginalized women’s voices.
Literature of resistance from a feminist perspective challenges these norms and advocates for

gender equality and the empowerment of women.

Critical Race Theory: This paradigm explores the representation and treatment of race and
ethnicity within literature. Literature of resistance in this context addresses racial inequality

and discrimination, offering a counter-narrative to predominant cultural stories and histories.

Subaltern Studies: Stemming from postcolonial theory, this approach focuses specifically
on the perspectives of those who are outside the hegemonic power structure. It emphasizes
the importance of the voices of the oppressed, often those who are not part of the elite social

groups or the ruling class.

Queer Theory: This examines texts that resist normative definitions of gender and sexuality.
Queer theory in literature of resistance challenges the heteronormative status quo and
advocates for the rights and recognition of LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender,

intersex, queer/questioning, asexual, and many other terms) individuals.

Each of these paradigms offers unique lenses through which literature can be examined for its
resistance to different forms of dominance and oppression. Collectively, they provide a robust
theoretical framework for understanding the complex and multi-dimensional nature of
resistance within literary texts. The intersection of these theories often yields the richest
insights, reflecting the multifaceted nature of resistance itself.

3.3 Dalit Literature as Literature of Resistance

Dalit Literature, originating from the Dalit community—an oppressed caste in the Indian
social hierarchy—exemplifies a poignant form of Literature of Resistance. It encompasses a
range of literary works including poetry, autobiography, fiction, and drama, all unified by
their thematic focus on caste discrimination, social ostracism, and the assertion of dignity and
rights by the Dalit people. The discussion of Dalit Literature as a Literature of Resistance can

be contextualized through several aspects:
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Historical Context: Dalit Literature emerged as a response to centuries of marginalization by
the caste system. It serves as a voice for those historically denied a presence in mainstream
literature, resisting the silence imposed by caste oppression.

Thematic Resistance: Thematically, Dalit Literature resists by recounting lived experiences
of injustice, violence, and dehumanization. It exposes the atrocities committed against Dalits,
challenging the social order and advocating for an egalitarian society.

Linguistic Rebellion: Dalit writers often employ regional languages and dialects, eschewing
the literary norms dictated by the upper castes. This linguistic choice is a form of resistance,
asserting the validity of their own cultural expressions.

Narrative Strategies: Dalit narratives often subvert traditional literary forms.
Autobiographies, for instance, are a potent form of Dalit expression, documenting personal
stories of struggle and resistance against the caste system.

Political Mobilization: Dalit Literature is not only a literary movement but also a political
one. It aligns with the broader Dalit political movement, seeking to mobilize and empower
the Dalit community through its narratives.

Theoretical Frameworks: Dalit Literature can be analyzed through several theoretical
lenses, including subaltern studies, which focus on the voices of those marginalized by
hegemonic powers. It also aligns with critical race theory, in its exposure of systemic
discrimination, and with postcolonial theory, particularly in its challenge to the legacies of

social stratification left by colonial power structures.

Cultural Impact: By bringing Dalit voices to the forefront, Dalit Literature resists the
cultural hegemony of the upper castes, demanding space for Dalit cultural production and

narratives within the larger Indian cultural milieu.

Global Resonance: While rooted in the specific context of the Indian caste system, Dalit
Literature has found resonance on a global scale, akin to other marginalized literatures
worldwide. It contributes to a global dialogue on social justice and human rights.
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Dalit Literature stands as a defiant body of work that not only protests against the injustices
of the caste system but also reclaims the humanity and identity of the Dalit people. It is a
testament to the power of literature as a form of socio-political resistance and an agent of
transformation and empowerment. Dalit Literature, as a Literature of Resistance, is
underpinned by several theoretical arguments that not only position it within the resistance
discourse but also highlight its distinctiveness in challenging and subverting the oppressive
structures of caste in South Asian contexts, particularly in India.

Subaltern Studies and Representation: The theoretical framework of Subaltern Studies,
developed by scholars like Ranajit Guha (1923-2023) and Gayatri Chakravorty Spivak (born
1942), argues for the importance of giving voice to those marginalized by dominant historical
narratives. Dalit Literature embodies this principle by articulating the experiences and
struggles of the Dalits, who have been historically silenced. It resists by asserting the Dalits’
right to narrate their own stories, challenging the monopoly over cultural and historical
representation held by upper-caste elites.

Postcolonial Theory and Decolonization: Postcolonial theorists, such as Frantz Fanon
(1925-1961) and Homi K. Bhabha (born 1949), explore the lingering effects of colonialism
on colonized peoples. Dalit Literature extends this argument to the internal colonization of
caste, where the Dalit body and identity have been colonized by the hegemonic practices of
the caste system. It serves as a form of decolonizing literature, resisting and dismantling the

hierarchies and narratives imposed by both colonial and Brahmanical authorities.

Marxist Criticism and Class Struggle: Marxist theory’s focus on class struggle and the
material conditions of life is another lens through which Dalit Literature can be viewed.
Dalits have been historically relegated to the lowest socioeconomic strata, and their literature
often reflects the Marxist themes of labor exploitation, economic deprivation, and the fight

for equitable redistribution of resources and social power.
Feminist Theory and Intersectionality: Intersectionality, a key concept in contemporary

feminist theory, explores how different forms of oppression overlap and intersect. Dalit

Literature frequently intersects with feminist concerns, as Dalit women experience the dual
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oppressions of caste and gender. The literature resists by illuminating these interlocking

systems of domination and advocating for the liberation of all Dalits, irrespective of gender.

Critical Race Theory and Caste: While Critical Race Theory (CRT) primarily originated in
the context of racial discrimination, its core principles are pertinent to understanding caste.
Dalit Literature, through the CRT lens, challenges social constructs that have historically
marginalized certain groups based on hereditary identities. It resists by demanding
recognition of the social, political, and economic rights of Dalits.

Cultural Studies: Cultural studies allow for the examination of Dalit Literature beyond
purely literary analysis, considering the cultural implications of Dalit expression. This
literature disrupts the cultural narratives and representations that have traditionally

marginalized Dalit identities.

Psychoanalytic Theory: While not immediately obvious, psychoanalytic theory can be
applied to Dalit Literature to explore the psyche under oppression. It can reveal how
resistance is not only a social act but also an assertion of individual and collective identity

against internalized oppression.

Reader-Response Criticism: This theory posits that meaning in literature is constructed by
the reader. Dalit Literature actively engages readers to question their own beliefs and
complicity in the caste system, thereby fostering a form of resistance through the act of

reading and interpreting.

Ecocriticism: Dalit narratives often touch upon the exploitation of land and resources,
highlighting environmental injustice. Through this lens, Dalit Literature can be seen as

resisting the ecological degradation that disproportionately affects marginalized communities.

These theoretical frameworks intersect in Dalit Literature, offering a rich tapestry of critical
approaches to understand its role as a Literature of Resistance. Collectively, they provide a
nuanced understanding of how Dalit narratives challenge oppressive structures and contribute

to the social and political discourse on caste, class, gender, and the environment.
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3.4 Dalit Aesthetics: An Overview

Dalit aesthetics refers to the unique artistic and literary perspectives that emerge from the
Dalit community’s experiences and struggles within the caste-based social hierarchy of India.
This framework challenges and seeks to subvert the traditional Brahminical aesthetic norms
and values that have dominated Indian arts and literature. Historically, Dalit aesthetics have
been part of the broader Dalit movement, which gained momentum with the rise of prominent
Dalit leaders like B.R. Ambedkar in the early 20th century. Dalit literature, often seen as a
potent tool of Dalit aesthetics, started receiving significant attention with the publication of
anthologies like Poisoned Bread in 1992, which collected works from various Dalit writers
highlighting their lived realities and the systemic oppression they faced. Several Dalit critics
have profoundly influenced the understanding and development of Dalit aesthetics.
Sharankumar Limbale and Arjun Dangle are pivotal figures in the development of Dalit
aesthetics, particularly in the realm of literature, each contributing uniquely to its

understanding and dissemination.

Sharankumar Limbale is a distinguished Dalit author and critic, whose seminal work,
“Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature”, has been instrumental in framing Dalit literature
as a distinct and independent literary tradition. Limbale’s argument pivots around the idea
that Dalit literature transcends being a mere subgenre of Indian literature. He posits that it
forms a unique body of work that reflects the specific socio-economic and cultural
experiences of Dalits. Limbale’s perspective is grounded in the assertion that Dalit literature
is inherently political and deeply intertwined with Dalit activism. It serves as a vehicle for
expressing the pain, rage, and resilience of the Dalit community—emotions stemming from
centuries of oppression and exclusion under a rigid caste-based social system. His work
encourages a reassessment of Indian literary criticism, urging it to acknowledge and integrate
the unique thematic and stylistic elements of Dalit writing. Limbale’s contribution is crucial
for understanding Dalit literature not only as a form of cultural expression but also as a form

of resistance and a demand for social justice.
Arjun Dangle, on the other hand, has contributed to Dalit aesthetics through practical literary

engagement. As an editor of the influential anthology Poisoned Bread, Dangle brought

together a diverse array of Dalit voices. This anthology is significant because it compiled
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essays, poems, and stories that encapsulate the raw and often painful realities of Dalit lives.
By doing so, Dangle helped to define the aesthetic contours of Dalit literature, characterized
by its unfiltered portrayals of suffering, resistance, and the quest for dignity. Poisoned Bread
was not just a literary collection but a cultural artifact that highlighted the transformative
power of literature. It sparked serious discussions on what constitutes Dalit literature and how
it should be approached and studied within the broader Indian literary canon. Dangle’s
editorial work was crucial in bringing Dalit literature to a broader audience, thereby fostering
greater awareness and understanding of the challenges faced by the Dalit community.

Together, Limbale’s theoretical frameworks and Dangle’s editorial initiatives have
significantly shaped Dalit aesthetics. They have helped carve out a space for Dalit literature
within the mainstream literary landscape of India, advocating for its recognition as a potent
and distinct literary tradition. Their efforts have ensured that the voices of Dalit writers are
not just heard but are also acknowledged for their aesthetic and thematic distinctiveness,

challenging the traditional narratives and contributing to a more inclusive cultural discourse.

Dalit aesthetics is characterized by its focus on realism, protest, and the depiction of the Dalit
experience of injustice and social exclusion. It rejects the romanticization of suffering and
instead presents a forthright account of the harsh realities faced by Dalits. This form of
aesthetics is deeply political, rooted in the struggle for emancipation and equality. The impact
of Dalit aesthetics extends beyond literature into visual arts, music, and theatre, where it
seeks to reclaim Dalit narratives that have been historically marginalized or misrepresented.
By foregrounding Dalit voices and experiences, Dalit aesthetics challenges mainstream

narratives and contributes to a more inclusive understanding of Indian culture.

In contemporary times, Dalit aesthetics continues to evolve, addressing not only caste but
intersecting issues of gender, sexuality, and class. Writers like Om Prakash Valmiki and
artists who draw inspiration from Ambedkarite ideals contribute to this dynamic field,
ensuring that Dalit aesthetics remains a vital part of India’s cultural and literary discourse.
Dalit aesthetics is not merely an artistic tool but a critical framework for resistance and
empowerment. It offers a way to understand and appreciate the contributions of Dalits to
Indian arts and culture, challenging oppressive structures and advocating for a more equitable

society.
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3.5 Let’s Sum up

Dalit Literature stands as a multifaceted Literature of Resistance, deeply rooted in the Dalit
community’s struggle against caste-based oppression in India. It engages with theoretical
paradigms such as Subaltern Studies, which foregrounds the voices of the marginalized, and
Postcolonial Theory, critiquing the lasting impacts of colonialism on social hierarchies.
Critical Race Theory and Marxist Criticism inform its exploration of caste as a determinant of
socio-economic status, revealing the intersectionality of caste and class struggles. Feminist
Theory highlights the compounded oppression faced by Dalit women, while Cultural Studies
and Psychoanalytic Theory examine the broader cultural impact and psychological
dimensions of caste discrimination. Reader-Response Criticism and Ecocriticism also find
relevance in Dalit narratives, which provoke critical reader engagement and address
environmental injustice. Together, these theoretical lenses and Dalit aesthetics underscore
Dalit Literature’s dynamic role in challenging systemic inequities and advocating for social

transformation.

3.6 Questions for Self-Assessment

e How does Subaltern Studies contribute to the understanding of Dalit Literature as
a form of resistance, and what does the act of ‘speaking’ signify within this

context?

e In what ways does Postcolonial Theory intersect with Dalit Literature, and how does

it facilitate a critique of the caste system’s legacy?

e Reflect on the role of Marxist Criticism in interpreting Dalit Literature, particularly

regarding the themes of economic exploitation and class conflict.

e Discuss how Feminist Theory enhances the understanding of Dalit Literature,

especially in relation to the double marginalization of Dalit women.

e Examine the impact of Reader-Response Criticism on the reception of Dalit

Literature, considering its potential to provoke introspection and change in readers.
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e Explain the significance of Sharankumar Limbale’s argument that Dalit literature
should be viewed as a distinct literary tradition rather than just a subgenre of Indian
literature. How does this perspective influence the recognition and study of Dalit

narratives within the broader literary landscape?

e Discuss the impact of Arjun Dangle’s editorial work on the anthology Poisoned
Bread. How did this collection contribute to shaping the aesthetic contours of Dalit

literature, and what role did it play in bringing Dalit voices to a wider audience?

3.7 Further Reading

e Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” (2004)

e Namdeo Dhasal’s The Exercise of Freedom (2018) by

e Sujatha Gidla’s Ants among Elephants: An Untouchable Family and the Making of
Modern India (2017)

e Jyotirao Phule’s Gulamgiri (Slavery) 1873

e Pandita Ramabai’s The High-Caste Hindu Woman (1887)

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936)

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s The Buddha and His Dhamma (1957)

e Arundhati Roy’s The Doctor and the Saint (2014)
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Unit4: Joothan: An Untouchable’s Life

Structure
4.0 Objective
4.1 Introduction
4.2 Life and Works of Om Prakash Valmiki
4.3 Om Prakash Valmiki and Dalit Studies
4.4 Joothan: A Short Summary
4.5 Joothan: A Critical Overview
4.6 Let’s Sum up
4.7 Questions for Self-Assessment
4.8 Further Readings

4.0 Objective

Reading Dalit writer Om Prakash Valmiki’s autobiography Joothan: An Untouchable’s Life
in postgraduate courses aims to provide a comprehensive understanding of the lived
experiences, socio-economic and political conditions, and the social and psychological
impact of untouchability among Dalits in India. It also encourages students to critically
examine the caste system and its implications for Dalits and to appreciate the literary and

historical significance of Valmiki’s work.

4.1 Introduction

This discussion delves into the life and legacy of Om Prakash Valmiki, focusing on his
seminal autobiography, Joothan: A Dalit’s Life. Through Joothan, Valmiki presents a
poignant narrative of his experiences with caste-based discrimination in northern India,
offering insights into the multifaceted nature of Dalit oppression. The autobiography serves
as a critical lens through which the pervasive caste hierarchies and their socio-economic,
educational, and psychological impacts on Dalits are examined. Valmiki’s narrative
technique, thematic exploration, and the epistemology of exclusion articulated in his work
highlight the systemic barriers faced by Dalits, while also showcasing his contributions to the
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Dalit literary movement and social activism. The discussion aims to underscore the
significance of Joothan in understanding the complexities of caste discrimination and the

resilience of the human spirit in the quest for dignity and equality.

4.2 Life and Works of Om Prakash Valmiki

Om Prakash Valmiki (30 June 1950 — 17 November 2013) was a distinguished Indian author
and poet, renowned for his autobiographical work, Joothan, which is hailed as a landmark in
Dalit literature. Born in the village of Barla, located in the Muzzafarnagar district of Uttar
Pradesh, Valmiki's contributions extended beyond his autobiography to include a significant
body of poetry and prose. Following his retirement from the Government Ordnance Factory,
he resided in Dehradun until his demise on 17 November 2013, due to complications related

to stomach cancer.

Valmiki's literary oeuvre encompasses three poetry compilations: Sadiyon Ka Santaap
(1989), Bas! Bahut Ho Chuka (1997), and Ab Aur Nahin (2009). Additionally, he authored
two collections of short stories, Salaam (2000) and Ghuspethiye (2004), alongside Dalit
Sahitya Ka Saundaryshaastra (2001), a treatise on the aesthetics of Dalit literature, and Safai
Devata (2009), a historical account of the Valmiki community. He also penned a play titled
Do Chera. His fifteen short stories were translated into English by Naresh K. Jain in the
anthology Amma and Other Stories (2008).

Om Prakash Valmiki stands as a pivotal figure in Indian literature, particularly in the context
of Dalit writing, which voices the experiences and struggles of Dalits, a marginalised
community within the Indian caste system. Born on 30 June 1950 in the village of Barla in
the Muzaffarnagar district of Uttar Pradesh, India, Valmiki’s life and works illuminate the
lived realities of caste discrimination and the resilience of the human spirit in the face of

systemic oppression.

Valmiki’s early life was marked by the hardships imposed by the rigid caste hierarchy
prevalent in Indian society. His family belonged to the Chuhra community, traditionally
consigned to menial and degrading tasks. This socio-economic backdrop played a crucial role

in shaping his literary voice, imbuing it with authenticity and urgency. Despite facing severe
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financial and social constraints, Valmiki pursued education with remarkable tenacity. His
journey from a village school to Meerut University, where he earned his Bachelor’s degree, is

a testament to his determination to transcend the limitations imposed by his birth.

Om Prakash Valmiki’s life narrative is a remarkable testament to resilience, intellectual
fervour, and the quest for social justice, which extended beyond the realms of his literary
contributions to his professional life and personal identity. His employment in a government
job, his passionate engagement with literary activities, and his conscious decision to adopt the
surname “Valmiki” encapsulate a multifaceted struggle against caste discrimination and for

the affirmation of Dalit identity.

After completing his education, Valmiki embarked on a career in the government sector, a
significant achievement given the socio-economic barriers that Dalits faced in India. He
worked at the Ordinance Factory in Dehradun, a position that provided him with financial
stability and a platform from which he could further his educational and literary pursuits.
This job was not merely a means of livelihood for Valmiki but a stepping stone towards
achieving greater social mobility and contributing to the Dalit movement. It offered him a
semblance of security in an otherwise hostile social environment, enabling him to focus on

his literary and activist work.

Valmiki’s interests in literary activities were deeply intertwined with his personal experiences
of caste oppression. He was an ardent reader and writer, using literature as a means to critique
the pervasive injustices of the caste system. Valmiki’s literary journey was marked by an
unwavering commitment to highlighting the plight of the Dalits and advocating for their
rights through his writings. His poetry and essays frequently appeared in various magazines
and journals, gaining him recognition as a powerful voice in the Dalit literary movement. His
seminal work, Joothan, is a poignant narrative that not only recounts his own experiences of
discrimination but also serves as a critical commentary on the social and cultural mechanisms

that perpetuate caste-based exclusion.

The adoption of the surname “Valmiki” was a deliberate and symbolic act of resistance and
self-assertion. In choosing this surname, Om Prakash sought to reclaim and repurpose a name
that is traditionally associated with the revered sage Valmiki, the author of the epic
Ramayana. This act was not merely personal but political, challenging the normative
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structures of caste identity and signalling a reclamation of space within the broader social and
cultural discourse. By doing so, Valmiki not only asserted his dignity in the face of systemic
marginalisation but also sought to inspire others within the Dalit community to embrace their
identity with pride and defiance.

Valmiki’s decision to use the surname “Valmiki” as a representation of his caste and
community reflects a broader strategy employed by many Dalit leaders and intellectuals to
subvert and reclaim derogatory or marginalised identities. It signifies a reclaiming of
historical and cultural legacies that have been denied or appropriated by dominant castes.
This act of naming becomes a powerful form of resistance, a declaration of presence, and a

refusal to be erased or diminished by the oppressive structures of caste.

Moreover, Om Prakash Valmiki’s employment in a government job, his literary
engagements, and his adoption of the Valmiki surname encapsulate a life lived at the
intersection of personal achievement and collective struggle. His journey from the margins of
society to becoming a central figure in the Dalit literary movement is a testament to his
determination to use every facet of his life as a platform for challenging caste discrimination
and advocating for social justice. Valmiki’s legacy is not only found in his written works but
also in his lived example of resilience, intellectual rigour, and the transformative power of

self-naming and identity assertion.

The essence of Valmiki’s literary oeuvre is deeply autobiographical, drawing from his own
experiences of caste-based discrimination and struggle. His seminal work, Joothan: A Dalit’s
Life (originally published in Hindi as Joothan), is a ground breaking autobiography that
chronicles his journey from a life marred by caste oppression to becoming a celebrated writer
and poet. Joothan not only exposes the stark realities of casteism in India but also serves as a
beacon of hope for the Dalit community, illustrating the transformative power of education
and the arts.

Valmiki’s contributions extend beyond his autobiographical writings. He was a prolific poet,
essayist, and a key figure in the Dalit literary movement in North India, which sought to
challenge and dismantle the hegemonic narratives perpetuated by caste. His body of work is
characterised by a keen awareness of social injustices and a profound commitment to social

reform through literature.
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Throughout his career, Valmiki faced criticism and opposition from conservative sections of
society, yet he remained unwavering in his commitment to the cause of Dalit emancipation.
His writings not only offer a vivid portrayal of the Dalit experience but also critique the

broader socio-political structures that perpetuate inequality and injustice.

Om Prakash Valmiki’s passing on 17 November 2013 marked the end of an era in Dalit
literature, yet his legacy endures. His life and works continue to inspire generations of
writers, activists, and scholars, cementing his place as a towering figure in the annals of
Indian literature. Through his writings, Valmiki has left an indelible mark on the cultural
consciousness, challenging us to envision a world free from the shackles of caste and

discrimination.

In the academic pursuit of understanding the complexities of caste and its manifestations in
Indian society, Valmiki’s works offer invaluable insights. They serve not only as literary
artefacts but also as critical texts for examining the intersections of caste, culture, and power.
For scholars and students alike, engaging with Valmiki’s writings is essential for a nuanced
understanding of the dynamics of social exclusion and the potential for literature to effect

social change.

In conclusion, Om Prakash Valmiki’s biographical journey from the margins to the centre of
literary discourse exemplifies the transformative potential of education, resilience, and the
power of the written word. His legacy prompts further investigation into the mechanisms of
oppression and the role of literature in advocating for equity and justice.

4.3 Om Prakash Valmiki and Dalit Studies

Om Prakash Valmiki’s contribution to the Dalit movement in India is monumental,
transcending the literary domain to encompass social activism, cultural critique, and the
reclamation of Dalit identity and history. His body of work, characterised by a profound
engagement with the realities of caste oppression and a relentless quest for social justice, has
played a pivotal role in shaping the contours of the Dalit movement in contemporary India.
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Valmiki’s literature serves as a critical instrument of Dalit resistance and empowerment. His
autobiography, Joothan, is a landmark in Dalit literature, offering a harrowing account of his
own experiences of caste-based discrimination and marginalisation. This work not only
brings to the forefront the inhumanity of the caste system but also serves as a narrative of
resistance against the dehumanisation of Dalits. Through Joothan, Valmiki provided a voice
to the countless individuals who have been historically silenced and marginalised, making
visible the everyday realities of caste oppression. This autobiography is not merely a personal
narrative; it is a collective memory of the Dalit experience, articulating the pain, struggle, and

resilience of a community.

Beyond Joothan, Valmiki’s contributions to Dalit literature include essays, poetry, and
critical works that critique the social, political, and cultural underpinnings of caste
discrimination. His literary oeuvre is marked by a keen analysis of the ways in which caste
intersects with other social categories such as class, gender, and religion, thereby enriching
the Dalit discourse with nuanced insights into the complex matrix of oppression. Valmiki’s
writings have been instrumental in challenging dominant narratives and ideologies that
perpetuate caste hierarchies, contributing to a broader understanding of Dalit consciousness

and identity.

Valmiki’s influence extends beyond the written word into active participation in the Dalit
movement. He was not just a passive observer but an active participant in the struggles for
Dalit rights and dignity. Through public speeches, participation in seminars, and involvement
in grassroots activism, Valmiki engaged directly with the socio-political issues affecting
Dalits. His life and works exemplify the critical role of intellectuals and writers in mobilising

communities, shaping public discourse, and advocating for policy changes.

Moreover, Valmiki played a crucial role in the cultural reclamation of Dalit identity. By
adopting and popularising the surname “Valmiki,” he asserted the right of Dalits to claim and
reinterpret cultural and historical legacies that had been denied to them. This act of naming
was a powerful declaration of Dalit pride and a challenge to the social stigma associated with
caste. Through his life and work, Valmiki inspired a generation of Dalit writers, activists, and
scholars to assert their identity, reclaim their history, and articulate their visions for a

casteless society.
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Om Prakash Valmiki’s contributions to the Dalit movement in India are multifaceted and
profound. His literary works provide a critical lens through which the realities of caste
oppression are exposed and contested. As an activist and intellectual, Valmiki has played a
crucial role in mobilising the Dalit community, advocating for their rights, and challenging
the structures of caste discrimination. His legacy is a testament to the power of literature and
activism in the struggle for social justice, serving as a beacon of hope and resilience for the
Dalit movement and beyond. Through his endeavours, Valmiki has significantly contributed
to the ongoing discourse on caste, democracy, and human rights in India, embodying the
transformative potential of the Dalit movement to envision and work towards a more

equitable society.

Om Prakash Valmiki’s literary and critical oeuvre is marked by a profound engagement with
the themes of caste discrimination, social injustice, and the quest for Dalit emancipation. His
works, spanning autobiographies, poetry, essays, and critical studies, have significantly

contributed to Dalit literature and the broader discourse on caste in India.

Here is a summary of his major literary and critical works:

Joothan: A Dalit’s Life (1997): This autobiographical work is Valmiki’s most renowned
contribution to literature. Joothan, which means leftovers from a meal in Hindi, is a poignant
narrative of Valmiki’s experiences growing up as a Dalit in post-independence India. The
autobiography details his struggles with caste-based discrimination, poverty, and the pursuit
of education, offering insights into the systemic oppression faced by Dalits. Joothan is
celebrated for its stark realism, emotional depth, and its call for social reform, making it a

seminal text in Dalit literature.

Poetry Collections: Valmiki’s poetry is characterised by its incisive critique of caste and its
depiction of the resilience of the Dalit spirit. His poems are notable for their vivid imagery,
emotional intensity, and the use of language as a tool for resistance. Through his poetry,
Valmiki articulates the pain, anger, and hope of the Dalit community, contributing to the

articulation of a distinct Dalit voice in Indian literature.

Essays and Critical Studies: Valmiki’s essays and critical studies delve into the analysis of
caste dynamics in literature and society. He explored the representation of Dalits in Indian
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literature, critiquing the mainstream literary canon for its exclusion and marginalisation of
Dalit voices. Valmiki advocated for a literature that reflects the realities of all social strata,
emphasising the importance of Dalit literature in challenging caste-based prejudices and in

fostering a more inclusive and equitable literary landscape.

Editorial and Activist Writings: Beyond his books, Valmiki contributed numerous articles,
editorials, and essays to journals, magazines, and anthologies focusing on social justice, caste
discrimination, and the empowerment of Dalits. His writings in this domain are marked by a
keen analysis of contemporary social issues, a critique of institutionalised inequality, and a

call to action for the rights and dignity of marginalised communities.

Om Prakash Valmiki’s major works are integral to understanding the complexities of caste in
India and the Dalit struggle for equality and justice. Through his literary and critical
endeavours, Valmiki has left an indelible mark on Indian literature and social thought,
challenging societal norms and advocating for a more inclusive and just society. His legacy
continues to inspire and influence writers, activists, and scholars in the fight against caste

discrimination and in the pursuit of social change.

4.4 Joothan: A Short Summary

Valmiki’s narrative begins in the confined alleys of a village colony, home to families
considered untouchables. Within this social hierarchy, his community bore the brunt of
ostracization, reduced to living in stark poverty amidst the disdain of upper-caste neighbours.
Valmiki’s household, situated near a malodorous cowshed owned by an upper-caste family,
was a stark representation of the socio-economic divides. The family’s dwelling was flanked
by a stagnant pond on one side and the imposing brick homes of the upper-caste Tagas on the

other, a constant reminder of their relegated status in society.

Despite the collective labour of Valmiki’s family, which included his five brothers, sister,
two uncles, and his father’s elder brother, economic stability remained elusive. The hard
work seldom translated into adequate meals, let alone a semblance of dignity or respect from

the community. The upper-caste residents, including Hindus and Muslims alike, not only
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withheld fair compensation but also subjected them to verbal and physical abuse, starkly

dehumanizing the Dalit community.

Amidst this backdrop of systemic marginalization, Valmiki recounts the beacon of hope that
emerged during his childhood in the form of Sewak Ram Masihi, a Christian teacher who
dared to bridge the caste divide. Masihi’s open-air school became a sanctuary where Valmiki
and his peers were introduced to the basics of literacy. This transformative experience was
further extended when Valmiki’s father, inspired by Mahatma Gandhi’s advocacy for the
education of untouchables, sought admission for his son in a government primary school.
Despite the initial reluctance and humiliation faced at the hands of the school’s master,

Valmiki’s persistence, underpinned by his father’s pleas, eventually led to his admission.

However, the journey through formal education was fraught with discrimination and
cruelty. Valmiki was forced to sit on the floor, often near the doorway, estranged from his
classmates and struggling to participate fully in the learning process. The upper-caste
students and teachers spared no opportunity to belittle him, using derogatory slurs and

resorting to physical violence, further alienating him and deepening his sense of isolation.

The appointment of Kaliram as the headmaster marked a period of intensified
humiliation for Valmiki and his Dalit classmates. Under Kaliram’s directive, Valmiki was
coerced into performing menial tasks, such as sweeping the school premises, under the guise
of adhering to his family’s supposed occupational destiny. This blatant exploitation not only
robbed Valmiki of his educational opportunities but also served as a stark reminder of the
societal expectations tethered to his caste identity.

Valmiki’s narrative takes a pivotal turn with the intervention of his father, who, upon
witnessing his son’s subjugation, confronts the headmaster. This act of defiance embodies the
resilience and determination of Valmiki’s family to challenge the oppressive structures that
sought to confine their aspirations. His father’s relentless pursuit of justice, appealing to the
empathy of the village’s upper-caste members, and ultimately securing the support of the

village headman, underscores the profound struggle for dignity and equality.

Om Prakash Valmiki, after completing his education and facing harsh discrimination as a
Dalit, finds employment at Government Ordnance Factory. This marks a shift in his life. He
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moves away from his village and its entrenched social hierarchies to a seemingly more
progressive environment. Valmiki’s initial optimism stems from the hope that in a modern,
urban setting, caste-based discrimination will fade. His co-workers present themselves as
open-minded and interested in his background.

Despite an outwardly promising start, Valmiki’s experiences at the factory gradually reveal
the persistence of caste prejudice beneath the surface. His co-workers, while initially friendly,
begin to change in their behaviour. They avoid eating with him, refuse to drink water from
the same source, and eventually distance themselves after discovering his Dalit identity.
Valmiki also begins to notice discriminatory practices in housing and job assignments within

the factory, where Dalits are disproportionately relegated to menial, unclean occupations.

This growing awareness of the continuing presence of casteism weighs heavily on Valmiki.
He realizes the true meaning of Joothan— not just the literal leftover food scraps, but the
broader representation of the deep-rooted dehumanization and segregation Dalits experience.
This realization fuels an internal struggle within him. Valmiki wrestles with feelings of
shame, anger, and a desire for dignity as caste discrimination seeps into all aspects of his life.
He observes subtle and overt instances of prejudice and how the caste system operates even

within outwardly modern and “progressive” settings.

Omprakash Valmiki, a Dalit man, develops a close friendship with the Kulkarni family, a
Maharashtrian Brahmin family. He becomes particularly close to their daughter, Savita. They
share intellectual interests and a bond forms between them. During the Diwali festival, Mrs.
Kulkarni, Savita’s mother, invites Omprakash for a traditional oil bath on the morning of the
celebration. The Kulkarnis think that VValmiki belongs to any Brahmin caste in northern India.
This act is usually reserved for family members, signifying a deep level of affection and
acceptance. But Omprakash’s friend, Sudama Patil, observes the situation and warns him that
the Kulkarnis, as Maharashtrian Brahmins, likely hold discriminatory views against Dalits.
Still, Omprakash feels compelled to be honest about his caste identity and decides to reveal
the truth to Savita.

Upon learning that Omprakash is Dalit, Savita is deeply shocked and upset. She had grown to
admire him as a person and feels conflicted about his caste background. She pleads with him
not to reveal his identity to her father. This incident disrupts the relationship between
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Omprakash and the Kulkarni family. The caste barrier, deeply ingrained even in seemingly
progressive circles, becomes evident. Omprakash continues to grapple with the complexities
of caste prejudice and the heartbreak of a societal divide that prevents him from a relationship

with a woman he cared for.

While the concept of arranged marriage was the norm, Valmiki had a different aspiration. He
sought a partner who would be a companion, understanding, and supportive. With his
family’s reluctant approval, he began the search. His progressive values clashed with

traditional societal expectations, making the process difficult.

Finally, Valmiki’s search brought him to Chanda. Despite being disliked by this family, their
connection was instant. They found solace and support in each other’s company. With shared
values and a yearning for a life beyond the confines of caste, they decided to marry.
Valmiki’s family was apprehensive. However, his determination and Chanda’s quiet strength
eventually won them over. Though his father had initial reservations, he ultimately accepted
Chanda as his daughter-in-law.

The wedding followed traditional Hindu customs, yet the undercurrents of social
complexities couldn’t be ignored. Despite their hopes for a new beginning, they faced
challenges in securing a house in the government employee colony. The deep-seated
prejudices created obstacles to their dreams of a simple life. The initial days of their marriage
were marked by struggle. Resources were scarce, and they faced prejudice from those who
considered Dalits unacceptable. However, Valmiki’s resolve and Chanda’s unwavering
support helped them persevere. Their bond grew stronger, and they found strength in their
shared commitment to challenging the oppressive social structures around them. Through
their determination and love, they carved out a space for themselves, defying the rigid

boundaries society had imposed.

Om Prakash Valmiki describes a disheartening experience finding a place to stay after being
transferred to Chandrapur district. His excitement about the new job quickly dissipated upon
reaching there. He began searching for a rented room, a seemingly basic necessity.
However, as a Dalit, social norms and prejudices created a significant obstacle. Valmiki
approached numerous houses, only to be met with rejection upon revealing his caste.
Landlords would offer flimsy excuses or simply refuse outright. The repeated denials were
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humiliating and exhausting. He carried the burden of his caste with him, a constant reminder
of his exclusion. Dejected, Valmiki settled for this unconventional accommodation with his
friend for some time. He was finally allotted a two-room flat, a 31-C, type 2, in sector 5 in
Chandrapur.

A turning point arrives when Valmiki is offered a transfer to Dehra Dun, a town located in
the foothills of Uttarakhand. This transfer signifies a break from his oppressive past and
offers a glimmer of hope for a more dignified life. In Dehra Dun, he finds a more accepting
environment. While the social hierarchy isn’t entirely absent, it seems less rigid compared to
his previous experiences. He continues to work here, but the change of scenery and a sense of

belonging bring a certain peace he had never known before.

The autobiography concludes with Prakash settling down in Dehra Dun, finally finding a
place where he can live with dignity and raise his children with the hope of a brighter future.
The transfer to Dehra Dun serves as a pivotal point in his narrative, symbolizing his escape
from a life of oppression and his eventual integration into a more accepting society.

4.5 Joothan: A Critical Overview

Joothan: A Dalit’s Life by Om Prakash Valmiki stands as a seminal work in the corpus of
Dalit literature, encapsulating the quintessential elements of the Dalit narrative — a vivid
recounting of caste oppression, a critique of social hierarchies, and a testament to the
indomitable spirit of resistance against systemic injustices. Its critical examination as a
representative work of Dalit literature necessitates an exploration of its thematic depth,

narrative technique, and socio-political impact.

Thematic Depth

Joothan intricately maps the landscape of a Dalit suffering under the caste system. Valmiki’s
autobiographical narrative is replete with instances of dehumanisation and discrimination that
Dalits endure, presented not as isolated incidents but as endemic to Indian society. The title
itself, meaning leftovers, symbolically captures the relegation of Dalits to the margins of

society. Valmiki’s life story, from his childhood in a small village to his struggles for
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education and dignity, mirrors the collective experience of Dalits, making Joothan a
microcosm of Dalit life. This thematic portrayal goes beyond personal memoir to document
the systemic nature of caste-based discrimination, embodying the core concerns of Dalit

literature: visibility, voice, and validation.

Narrative Technique

Valmiki employs a direct and unembellished narrative style, which lends authenticity and
immediacy to his account. The autobiographical form becomes a potent tool for Dalit
literature, transforming personal memory into political testimony. Joothan disrupts the
traditional narrative structures that have historically marginalised Dalit voices, reclaiming
narrative space for Dalit experiences. The use of vernacular expressions and descriptions of
local customs and practices enrich the narrative, grounding the reader in the cultural context
of Valmiki’s life. This narrative technique not only serves to engage the reader but also acts

as a form of resistance against the erasure of Dalit identities and histories.

Socio-political Impact

Joothan has had a profound socio-political impact, contributing to the discourse on caste and
discrimination in India and beyond. It challenges readers to confront the uncomfortable
realities of caste oppression and interrogates the complicity of societal structures in
perpetuating inequality. By laying bare the lived realities of Dalits, Valmiki’s work has
galvanised activism and scholarship, offering insights into the mechanisms of exclusion and
the pathways to emancipation. Joothan serves as a critical educational resource, illuminating

the intersections of caste, class, and education, and advocating for a more equitable society.

Socio-Cultural Dimensions

Valmiki’s narrative sheds light on the deeply ingrained caste prejudices that dictate social
interactions and cultural practices in northern India. The autobiography details instances of
untouchability, where Dalits were deemed impure and were systematically excluded from
social spaces, religious practices, and even skinning a dead animal and eating the leftovers by
the upper castes. Valmiki recounts how these practices were normalised within the

community, perpetuating a culture of segregation and discrimination. The memoir also
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highlights the role of local customs and traditions in reinforcing caste identities, where rituals

and social functions served as mechanisms to maintain caste distinctions and hierarchies.

Economic Exploitation

Joothan also illuminates the economic exploitation that underpins the caste hierarchy,
portraying how Dalits were relegated to performing the most menial and degrading jobs for
meagre wages. Valmiki describes his family’s struggle for survival, skinning a dead animal
of an upper caste in the village on the request of his mother and feeling utter disgust when he
was asked to carry the skin on his head by his uncle just for a few rupees, which signifies
both their social status and economic exploitation. This economic dependency ensured the
perpetuation of caste hierarchies, as Dalits were denied access to education, land ownership,

and other means of economic advancement.

Educational Barriers

Education emerges as a critical theme in Joothan, highlighting how caste hierarchies were
replicated within the educational system. Valmiki’s pursuit of education is met with
numerous obstacles, from outright discrimination by teachers and classmates to systemic
barriers that make schooling inaccessible to many Dalits and ultimately his failing in his
Board Exam in his first attempt. His narrative underscores the transformative potential of
education (when he gets job in the Ordnance Factory) as a tool for emancipation while
critiquing the educational institutions that reinforce caste distinctions rather than dismantling

them.

Resistance and Agency

Despite the grim portrayal of caste hierarchies, Joothan is also a narrative of resistance and
agency. Valmiki’s life story embodies the struggle against these oppressive structures,
illustrating how education, literature, and personal determination can serve as means of
challenging and negotiating one’s position within the caste hierarchy. His decision to write
and share his experiences is an act of defiance against the silence and invisibility imposed on
Dalits, contributing to the broader Dalit movement seeking social justice and equality.
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Representative Work of Dalit Literature

As a representative work of Dalit literature, Joothan exemplifies the genre’s foundational
objectives: to articulate Dalit pain and resilience, to challenge and dismantle oppressive
narratives, and to forge a collective identity that transcends imposed marginality. It
encapsulates the transformative potential of Dalit literature as both a mirror to Dalit life and a
hammer with which to shape a new reality. Valmiki’s work is a clarion call for justice,

equality, and human dignity, resonating with the universal struggle against oppression.

In short, Joothan portrays the caste hierarchies of northern India as multifaceted systems
of oppression that extend beyond mere social segregation to encompass economic
exploitation and educational discrimination. Through Om Prakash Valmiki’s personal
experiences, the memoir provides a visceral understanding of the impact of caste on the lives
of individuals and communities. It serves as a powerful testament to the resilience of the
human spirit in the face of systemic injustice and a call to action for dismantling the

entrenched structures of caste in Indian society.

4.6 Let’s Sum up

Om Prakash Valmiki’s Joothan: A Dalit’s Life is a seminal work in Dalit literature, offering a
harrowing yet resilient account of Valmiki’s experiences with caste-based discrimination in
northern India. Through vivid narratives of social exclusion, economic marginalisation,
educational barriers, cultural alienation, and psychological impacts, Valmiki articulates how
the caste system functions as an epistemology of exclusion, systematically denying Dalits a
life of dignity. Joothan goes beyond a personal memoir to critique the pervasive and
institutionalised nature of caste oppression, highlighting the struggle for Dalit rights and
dignity. Valmiki’s journey from marginalised beginnings to becoming a prominent voice in
the Dalit movement encapsulates the transformative power of education, literature, and self-
assertion. His work challenges societal norms, advocates for social justice, and contributes to
the broader discourse on equality, making Joothan a critical text for understanding the
complexities of caste in India.

60



4.7 Questions for Self-Assessment

Explain how Om Prakash Valmiki’s Joothan portrays the caste hierarchies in northern
India during the mid-20th century and their impact on Dalits’ daily lives. Include
specific examples from the text to illustrate the social and economic dimensions of

caste discrimination.

Discuss the narrative technique employed by Om Prakash Valmiki in Joothan and
how it contributes to the effectiveness of the autobiography as a tool for social
critiqgue and Dalit empowerment. Consider the use of language, personal anecdotes,

and thematic focus in your answer.

How does Joothan illustrate the caste system as an epistemology of exclusion across
various aspects of life, including social interaction, economic opportunities,

education, culture, and psychology? Provide examples to support your analysis.

Evaluate Om Prakash Valmiki’s contribution to Dalit literature and the broader Dalit
movement through Joothan. How does his work challenge societal norms and
advocate for change? Discuss the significance of his literary and critical works in the

context of Dalit empowerment.

Reflect on the socio-political impact of Joothan in challenging the caste system and
promoting social justice. How does Valmiki’s narrative encourage readers to confront
and address the realities of caste oppression? Consider the role of education,
literature, and personal agency in promoting social change based on Valmiki’s life

story.

4.8 Further Readings

Sharankumar Limbale’s Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature (2004)
Anil Kumar’s Sant Sahitya Mein Dalit Chintan, 2016
Omprakash Valmiki’s Joothan (1997),
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Namdeo Dhasal’s The Exercise of Freedom (2018)

Jyotirao Phule’s Gulamgiri (Slavery) 1873

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936)

Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s The Buddha and His Dhamma (1957)
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Unit 5: Sharankumar Limbale’s Akkarmashi

Structure
5.0 Objective
5.1 Introduction
5.2 Life and Works of Sharankumar Limbale
5.3 Sharankumar Limbale and Dalit Panthers Movement
5.4 Akkarmashi: A Critacl Summary
5.5 Akkarmashi: A Critical Overview
5.6 Let’s Sum up
5.7 Questions for Self-Assessment
5.8 Further Readings

5.0 Objective

Incorporating The Outcaste (Akkarmashi originally written in Marathi language) by
Sharankumar Limbale into postgraduate courses in India aims to deepen students’
understanding of caste dynamics and the lived realities of Dalit communities within the
Indian socio-cultural context. By engaging with this seminal work of Dalit literature, students
are encouraged to critically examine issues of identity, discrimination, and social justice. The
objective is to foster a nuanced appreciation of the complexities surrounding caste and its
impact on individual lives, while also highlighting the transformative power of literature as a
tool for social critique and change. This educational endeavour seeks to cultivate empathy,

promote inclusivity, and inspire a commitment to equity among people.

5.1 Introduction

Integrating Sharankumar Limbale’s The Outcaste into postgraduate curricula in India
represents a crucial step towards enriching academic discourse on caste, identity, and
marginalisation. This autobiographical narrative, transcending mere personal history, serves
as a poignant exploration of the Dalit experience within the rigid hierarchies of Indian

society. By delving into Limbale’s life, students are offered an intimate glimpse into the
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systemic injustices faced by Dalits, fostering not only academic inquiry but also empathy and
critical awareness. The inclusion of The Outcaste in postgraduate courses encourages a
multidisciplinary approach, inviting analyses from sociological, historical, and literary
perspectives. This facilitates a comprehensive understanding of the complexities surrounding
caste and its impact on individual lives, making it an indispensable resource for students
aiming to engage with the realities of social stratification and advocate for a more equitable

society.

5.2 Life and Works of Sharankumar Limbale

Sharankumar Limbale is a distinguished author, poet, and critic within the realm of Marathi
literature. Limbale’s literary oeuvre encompasses over 40 published works, with his
autobiography, Akkarmashi (1984), standing as his most celebrated contribution. This
seminal work has been translated into numerous Indian languages as well as English, with its

English rendition titled The Outcaste and published by Oxford University Press.

Sharankumar Limbale was born in 1956, in the village of Hennur in the Solapur district of
Maharashtra. He pursued and completed his Master of Arts in Marathi Language at Shivaji
University, Kolhapur. Following the completion of his M.A., Limbale undertook a doctoral
study focused on a comparative analysis between Marathi Dalit Literature and American

Black Literature.

Upon completing his Ph.D., Limbale commenced his career as an Assistant Editor within the
Publications Department at the Yashwantrao Chavan Maharashtra Open University in
Nashik. He concluded his professional journey at this institution, having ascended to the roles
of Professor and Director.

Among Limbale’s critical explorations, Towards an Aesthetics of Dalit Literature (2004)
marks a seminal contribution to Dalit literary criticism. This work advocates for prioritizing
Dalit experiences (anubhava) over theoretical anuman (speculation), positioning it as a

cornerstone in the study of Dalit literature.
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Sharankumar Limbale is a prominent Dalit author, thinker, and critic from Maharashtra,
India. Born into a Mahar (untouchable) caste, Limbale’s life and work have been deeply
influenced by his experiences of caste discrimination and social oppression. Limbale’s
literary career began in the 1970s with the publication of his first novel, Upara (The
Wretched). This novel, which is considered a classic of Dalit literature, depicts the harsh
realities of life in a caste-ridden society and the struggles of Dalits to assert their dignity and

identity.

Limbale’s subsequent works, including novels, short stories, essays, and plays, have
continued to explore themes of caste, class, and social injustice. He has also been a vocal

critic of the Hindu right-wing and its attempts to suppress Dalit voices and aspirations.

Limbale’s work has been widely translated into English and other languages and has received
critical acclaim. He has been awarded several prestigious literary awards, including the
Sahitya Akademi Award, the Jnanpith Award, and the Ramon Magsaysay Award. Limbale’s
contribution to Dalit literature and thought is immense. His work has helped to raise
awareness of the plight of Dalits and has inspired a new generation of Dalit writers and
activists. He is a powerful voice for social justice and equality, and his work continues to be a

source of inspiration and hope for marginalized communities worldwide.

Sharankumar Limbale’s seminal essay “Towards an Aesthetics of Dalit Literature” represents
a critical juncture in the understanding and appreciation of Dalit literature, not just as a
literary movement but as a profound socio-cultural assertion. In this essay, Limbale
articulates a framework for understanding the unique aesthetic principles that underpin Dalit
literature, distinguishing it from mainstream literary traditions. His arguments are pivotal for
the recognition of Dalit voices in the broader literary landscape, emphasising the intrinsic link

between Dalit literature and the lived experiences of Dalit communities.

One of Limbale’s primary arguments centres on the notion that Dalit literature emerges from
the pain, suffering, and oppression experienced by Dalits. He posits that the aesthetic of Dalit
literature is deeply rooted in the realities of caste discrimination and social exclusion. Unlike
traditional aesthetics that prioritise beauty, harmony, and the sublime, the aesthetics of Dalit

literature prioritise authenticity, resistance, and the expression of raw emotions. Limbale
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argues that Dalit literature challenges the conventional literary norms by foregrounding

narratives of struggle, resilience, and the quest for dignity.

Limbale further contends that the aesthetics of Dalit literature are characterised by an explicit
political commitment. Dalit literature, according to him, is inherently activist, aimed at
dismantling the structures of caste and advocating for social justice. This literature does not
seek to entertain but to conscientize, mobilise, and transform society. It is an expression of
protest against the dehumanisation of Dalits and serves as a vehicle for asserting Dalit

identity and dignity.

Another significant aspect of Limbale’s argument is the emphasis on the authenticity of Dalit
voices. He asserts that Dalit literature is authentic because it is written by Dalits about their
experiences, often drawing from autobiographical elements. This authenticity lends Dalit
literature its distinctive voice and perspective, challenging the sanitised narratives of caste
prevalent in mainstream literature. Limbale advocates for the recognition of this literature on
its own terms, calling for a new critical framework that acknowledges its unique aesthetic and

thematic concerns.

Limbale also addresses the issue of language in Dalit literature, noting that it often employs a
language that is raw, direct, and unembellished. This linguistic choice reflects the realities of
Dalit life and contrasts with the polished, elite language of mainstream literature. The use of
vernacular languages and dialects is not just a stylistic choice but a political one, reinforcing

the authenticity and accessibility of Dalit narratives.

Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards the Aesthetics of Dalit Literature” is a foundational text
that challenges traditional literary aesthetics and calls for a re-evaluation of what constitutes
literary value. His arguments underscore the importance of Dalit literature as a critical voice
in the discourse on caste, culture, and society in India. Limbale’s essay invites readers and
scholars alike to engage with Dalit literature not as a marginal or exotic phenomenon but as

an integral and transformative part of the literary canon.

Akkarmashi is Limbale’s autobiographical narrative that recounts the experiences of being
born as a Dalit in a society stratified by caste. The book vividly portrays Limbale’s struggles
with his identity, stemming from his “half-caste” status, which leaves him marginalised

within both Dalit and upper-caste communities. Through this personal lens, Limbale exposes
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the deep-seated prejudices and injustices prevalent in Indian society, making a powerful

statement on the inhumanity of the caste system.

His Hindu novel is a critical examination of the caste system and Hindu religion’s role in
perpetuating caste discrimination. Limbale uses fiction to explore the complexities of Dalit
identity within the broader context of Hindu society, highlighting the contradictions and
conflicts faced by Dalits seeking dignity and equality. Shudra’s Kabir reflects Limbale’s
exploration into the life and philosophy of Kabir, a 15th-century mystic poet and saint whose
teachings challenged the caste system and religious orthodoxy. Limbale draws parallels
between Kabir’s critique of caste and the contemporary Dalit movement, illustrating the
enduring relevance of Kabir’s messages in the fight against caste oppression.

Dalit Panther: An Authoritative History provides a comprehensive history of the Dalit
Panther movement, which Limbale was part of. It chronicles the formation, evolution, and
impact of the movement, highlighting its role in shaping Dalit consciousness and literature.
Limbale uses his insights and experiences to present a vivid account of the movement’s

challenges and achievements.

Sharankumar Limbale’s works are significant for their unflinching portrayal of the realities of
caste oppression and their contribution to the discourse on Dalit identity and rights. Through
his literary and critical writings, Limbale has played a crucial role in foregrounding Dalit
voices in Indian literature, offering both a critique of social injustices and a vision for a more

equitable society.

5.3 Sharankumar Limbale and Dalit Panthers Movement

Sharankumar Limbale is a prominent figure in Marathi literature, best known for his
contributions as a Dalit writer, poet, and critic. His involvement with the Dalit Panthers
Movement in India represents a significant phase in his life, contributing to his development
as a writer and his understanding of Dalit identity and politics. This movement, which
emerged in the early 1970s in Maharashtra, was inspired by the Black Panther movement in
the United States. It aimed to combat caste-based discrimination and social inequality,
advocating for the rights of Dalits in India.
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Limbale’s association with the Dalit Panthers Movement is crucial for understanding his
literary and socio-political stance. The movement’s emphasis on asserting Dalit identity and
challenging the status quo resonated with Limbale, informing his literary creations and
critical writings. His autobiography, Akkarmashi (1984), is often cited as a seminal work that
reflects the raw realities of caste oppression and the struggle for identity among Dalits.
Through his narrative, Limbale not only shares his personal journey of being an Akkarmashi
or “outcaste” but also aligns with the broader Dalit Panther ideology of resistance and self-

assertion.

The Dalit Panthers Movement provided a platform for Dalit writers like Limbale to articulate
their experiences of marginalisation and their aspirations for social justice. It was a period
marked by a surge in Dalit literature, with writers using their works as tools for social change.
Limbale, through his writings, has critically engaged with the themes of caste, identity, and
resistance, drawing from his experiences and observations within the movement. His works
offer insights into the complexities of Dalit life, challenging dominant narratives and

advocating for a more inclusive understanding of Indian society.

Moreover, Limbale’s involvement with the Dalit Panthers Movement underscores the
intersection of literature and activism. His literary endeavours are deeply entwined with his
socio-political commitments, reflecting the movement’s influence in shaping a distinct Dalit
voice in Marathi literature and beyond. Through his engagement with the movement, Limbale
has contributed to the expansion of Dalit literature, making it a vital part of the Indian literary

landscape and a powerful medium for advocating social change.

Sharankumar Limbale’s involvement in the Dalit Panthers Movement is a testament to the
significant role that socio-political movements can play in shaping literary discourse and
promoting social justice. His works, rooted in the experiences of Dalit oppression and
resistance, continue to inspire and challenge readers, offering critical perspectives on caste
and inequality in India. Limbale’s literary and activist contributions underscore the power of
literature as a means of social critique and transformation, reflecting the enduring legacy of

the Dalit Panthers Movement in Indian society.
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5.4 Akkarmashi: A Critical Summary

Sharankumar Limbale’s The Outcaste is the English translation of his Marathi autobiography
Akkarmashi, a poignant and powerful narrative that delves into the complexities of caste
discrimination and identity in India. This autobiographical work is not just a personal account
but also a profound commentary on the social hierarchies and injustices that pervade Indian
society. The book is a seminal piece in Dalit literature, shedding light on the lived

experiences of those at the lowest rungs of the caste system.

The Outcaste recounts Limbale’s life from his childhood to his emergence as a significant
voice in Dalit literature at the age of around twenty five years. Born to a Dalit mother
(Masamai, from Mahar caste) and a high-caste father (Patil Hanmanta Limbale of Baslegaon)
who refuses to acknowledge him, Limbale’s very existence is marked by the stigma of being
an Akkarmashi, or half-caste, belonging neither lower nor upper caste within the rigid caste
structure. This sense of perpetual outsider-ness defines his experiences, from the deep-seated
poverty his family endures to the discrimination he faces within his community and the

broader society.

Limbale narrates his struggles with identity and self-worth, exacerbated by the societal
rejection and personal betrayals he encounters. The narrative is stark and unflinching in its
depiction of the cruelty and humiliation meted out to Dalits. It exposes the hypocrisy and
moral bankruptcy of a system that dehumanises individuals based on their birth. Yet, The
Outcaste is also a story of resilience and resistance. Limbale’s journey is one of intellectual
and emotional liberation, as he seeks to understand and overcome the conditions of his birth

through education and literature.

A critical aspect of The Outcaste is Limbale’s exploration of his family dynamics, which
serves as a microcosm of the broader societal attitudes towards caste. His relationship with
his mother, a figure of strength and endurance, contrasts sharply with his father’s absence and
indifference. The Outcaste chronicles the author’s life from his childhood to adulthood,
weaving a narrative that is both deeply personal and broadly reflective of the Dalit experience
in India. The plot develops chronologically, marked by key events that shape Limbale’s

understanding of his identity, caste, and the socio-political dynamics of Indian society.
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The narrative begins with Limbale’s early years, focusing on his birth into a family with a
Dalit mother and a high-caste father who does not acknowledge him. This sets the stage for
the central conflict of Limbale’s life—his struggle with his identity as an “Akkarmashi,” or
outcaste. The early part of the narrative details the poverty, discrimination, and social
ostracism faced by Limbale and his family, highlighting the harsh realities of caste-based
discrimination. As Limbale grows, he becomes increasingly aware of the social hierarchies
and discrimination that define his existence. Incidents at school and within the community
serve as critical moments of realisation for the young Limbale, as he encounters the stigma
and barriers imposed by his caste status. This period is marked by a growing consciousness of

injustice and a questioning of social norms.

A significant portion of the plot revolves around Limbale’s pursuit of education as a means of
transcending his social conditions. Despite financial difficulties and societal barriers, his
determination to study acts as a beacon of hope. Education opens new worlds to Limbale,
offering him a sense of purpose and a tool for challenging the status quo. This phase is crucial

in his development as a writer and thinker, laying the foundation for his future work.

The narrative delves into Limbale’s personal life, exploring his relationships with his family,
particularly his mother, who is a pillar of strength and resilience, and his foster father who
was a Muslim living in his family. The complexities of these relationships, especially the
absence of his real father, are depicted with emotional depth, reflecting the broader themes of

abandonment and search for identity.

The Outcaste is a very poignant account of the personal experiences of the writer himself in
his own locality and outside where being human means being born into an upper caste family
only. In this autobiography, written when the author was in his twenties, is a testimony of the
most bitter experiences of being a Dalit during Pre-Independent India and after, in general,
and in the second half of the 20th century Independent India in particular. The bitterness is
more added with adversity when one is born of ‘half caste’-- neither completely a Dalit nor
an upper caste— technically a Dalit, ‘rape child’ or illegitimate child (bastard), whose father
was an upper caste person and mother was the victim of his father’s lust only. However, the
autobiography is a record or discrimination faced by the author from the very beginning of
his birth considered an evil omen till the coming of his age. It is one of the most unsettling
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narratives that compels us to rethink what it means to be a Dalit in India— the greatest
civilization of the world that ever existed— and sensitises us to the identity, exploitation,
sufferings and existential questions that Dalits face at every moment. It also questions Indian
humanitarian values and focuses on the one third of the people in India who live like
animals— hated, tortured, violated, defiled, denied, excluded from everything that holds their
survival. It shows the predicament of a major group of Indian society that struggles for one
time meal, fights “hunger” (of food, companionship and livelihood) living in ragged and
tattered and muddied clothes, forced to sell honour to fill stomachs of the dependents.
“Hunger” serves as a motif in this autobiography as Limbale’s family lived on very little

means of survival.

Beginning his saga of suffering and self-humiliation on account of his caste and parentage,
Sharankumar Limbale exposes the evils and hypocrisy of the upper caste Patils of
Maharashtra, who treat Dalits as animals, slaves and keeps. Moreover, the narrative is also
very much replete with utter poverty, restricted or confined settlement, and added with the
problems of communal divide that threatens the delicate relationship of communal harmony
in the family of Sharankumar Limbale. He goes on to narrate how “being born as a beautiful
girl” in a Dalit family was a curse because such a girl was always the victim of the lust of the
upper caste Lingayat and Patils. So was the condition of Sharankumar Limbale’s mother
Masamai.

Being born from the second partner of his mother (who lived with three partners
successively in her life and borne more than half a dozen children), Limble searches for his
father and when he finds him, he confronts with his half upper-caste and half lower-caste
breed as he is referred to impure and bastard. Furthermore, the saga is majorly a story of
hunger, penury, abject poverty where the family survived on bhakhari, sometimes made of
the undigested grains strained from the fresh dung of cows and buffaloes and sometimes by
eating the meat of dead animals.

Limbale relates his life with ugliness, unhygiene and utter difficulty, where mere breathing
was known as life. He lived in a family that was of children from different fathers and the
only thread that connects the siblings is their mother. Sometimes Limbale also problematizes
the nature of motherhood in Dalit community that raises questions on the aesthetics and
practice of motherhood in general, in Indian society. What is more intriguing in this
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autobiography is the problem of marriage in a family of Dalit bastards and their challenges of
growing and finding a suitable match in such a family. Same happens with Limbale himself
when his marriage was being arranged. He had to face humiliation, rejection and abusive
comments on his being a “half-caste”. Education is rare but anyhow Limbale struggles and
manages to go for an MA degree and get a job. Being born as a bastard, he faced difficulties
to get admission in board exams as it was a matter of dishonour to add the name of an upper-
caste with the children of his own kept mistress. The predicament of the author doesn’t not
end with the job. His caste follows him everywhere and even after being postgraduate, his

bastard position remains a big hurdle in his own marriage and also after his marriage.

Throughout the autobiography, Limbale argues on what it means to be a Dalit and what is the
way out of this dehumanisation. So long as Limbale’s family was poor and lived a life of
uncleanliness and filth, he seems to be accepting the literal aspect of the belief of
untouchability, but as soon as he secures a job and he starts living a life of cleanliness and
better hygiene, he becomes even more confronted with the ideological discourse of
untouchability. He finds that untouchability is not only the practice but a belief and custom at
present and there is no way out of it, if one is born an untouchable. The socio political and
ideological structures of untouchability are very complicated and cunningly designed. Even
Limbale confronts the double sidedness of untouchability in a very crude and realistic sense—
first, anyone from upper castes can love and have sex, can rape an untouchable girl, but he
cannot marry her while an untouchable boy can never even imagine doing it with an upper
caste girl. If he does so, he will surely be hunted down and killed. Furthermore, untouchables
can bring wheat, flour, grains etc to the house of an upper caste then it is not polluted, but
their shadow pollutes the cooked food of same grains in the same family of the upper castes.

Once born an untouchable, one is untouchable forever.

Epistemic injustice is done to the Dalits to the extent that they never get understood from
their own perspectives by others. They remain the absolute other. And every time they
become the victims of exclusionary politics. Their history is the history of oppression and
ignominy. Their knowledge system is represented as superstitious and totally unscientific by
upper caste people. Their customs are treated as those of devils and demons. Their status in
society is sometimes even lower than animals. Their origin is related to having happened by

the feet of Lord Brahma, so they are rendered the lowest for eternity.
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Akkarmashi or The Outcaste is a heart-wrenching account that relates how miserable life can
be if one is/was a Dalit in India. It makes us accept the unimaginable reality that many Dalits
have lived at first hand but such facts and realities are deliberately excluded from the
mainstream Indian literature of any language. Limbale’s account is also, in most cases, a
victim of this politics of aesthetics and making of literature which represents the spirit of the
age. This book makes us as readers think that no literary account completely represents the
spirit of the age as all literary products are the by-products of social, political, cultural and
aesthetic politics of the men in power in any time and place.

5.5 Akkarmashi: A Critical Overview

The Outcaste, the English translation of Sharankumar Limbale’s Marathi autobiography
Akkarmashi, is a seminal work in Dalit literature that offers a profound insight into the lived
experiences of Dalits under the caste system in India. From a Dalit perspective, this work is
not merely an autobiography; it is a resonant piece of social critique, a clarion call for justice,
and an assertion of identity in the face of systematic marginalisation and oppression.

Critical Analysis

Limbale’s narrative is a powerful assertion of Dalit identity. By narrating his life as an
Akkarmashi, Limbale challenges the very foundations of the caste system that seeks to
dehumanise and deny Dalits their basic dignity and rights. His story becomes a medium
through which the silenced voices of millions of Dalits are brought to the forefront,
demanding recognition and respect. The Outcaste critically exposes the pervasive and
multifaceted nature of caste discrimination in India. Limbale’s experiences of social
ostracization, poverty, and educational barriers illustrate not just the personal impact of caste
but also its systemic nature. This work provides a ground-level view of the caste system,
revealing how it infiltrates every aspect of a Dalit’s life, from family and education to
employment and beyond.
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The autobiography underscores the transformative power of education for Dalits. Limbale’s
journey from a marginalised village boy to an influential writer and academic highlights
education as a critical tool for empowerment and social mobility. However, it also reflects on
the barriers to education that Dalits face, including economic hardships and social
discrimination, presenting a nuanced view of education as both a liberating force and a
contested space. Moreover, Limbale positions literature, particularly Dalit literature, as a
form of resistance. The Outcaste itself is an act of defiance against the caste system, using
personal narrative to challenge social norms and prejudices. The work advocates for the
recognition of Dalit literature as an essential part of the Indian literary canon, emphasising its

role in documenting the Dalit struggle and catalysing social change.

The autobiography also touches upon the intersectionality of caste, gender, and poverty.
Limbale’s reflections on his mother’s struggles as a Dalit woman highlight the compounded
oppression faced by women in marginalised communities. This aspect of the narrative calls
for a broader understanding of social justice that addresses multiple axes of discrimination.
From a Dalit perspective, The Outcaste is a landmark work that goes beyond the personal to
address the collective experiences of Dalits in India. It serves as a testament to the resilience

and resistance of Dalit communities against the oppressive structures of the caste system.

The Outcaste not only invites empathy and understanding from those outside the Dalit
community but also serves as a source of strength and pride for Dalits, reaffirming the
importance of their stories and struggles in the broader socio-political discourse. It is a crucial
work for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of caste and its impact on individual
lives and society at large.

From a literary standpoint, non-Dalit critics have lauded Limbale’s narrative technique, his
use of language, and the raw emotional power of his storytelling. The autobiographical nature
of The Outcaste is seen as a strength, providing authenticity and depth to the narrative.
However, some critics might argue about the conventional aspects of its narrative structure or
express a desire for more nuanced character development, reflecting divergent expectations
of literary aesthetics. Nonetheless, the consensus tends to favour the work’s emotional impact

and the effectiveness with which it communicates its themes.
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The socio-political critigue embedded in The Outcaste has generated significant discussion
among non-Dalit critics. The book is recognized as a pivotal contribution to Dalit literature
and activism, highlighting the enduring caste-based inequalities in India. Critics appreciate
the work’s contribution to raising awareness and prompting dialogue about caste oppression
and social justice. Yet, there may be debates regarding Limbale’s portrayal of caste
dynamics, with some critics possibly questioning the generalizability of his experiences or
suggesting that the narrative might benefit from a broader analysis of caste intersections with
other social categories.

In summary, non-Dalit critics of The Outcaste generally recognize its importance as a cultural
and political document that sheds light on the systemic injustices faced by Dalits. The work is
praised for its ability to promote empathy, literary qualities and contribution to social
awareness. However, the reception is not without its nuances, reflecting a range of
interpretations and critiques that contribute to the ongoing discourse on caste, literature, and

social change in India.

5.6 Let’s Sum up

The Outcaste, Sharankumar Limbale’s English translation of his Marathi autobiography
Akkarmashi, offers a profound insight into the life of a Dalit in caste-entrenched Indian
society. It chronicles Limbale’s journey from marginalised beginnings, marked by systemic
discrimination and personal struggle, to his emergence as a significant voice in Dalit
literature. Through a narrative that is both personal and political, Limbale exposes the brutal
realities of caste oppression and the quest for identity amidst societal rejection. The work has
garnered attention for its unflinching depiction of the Dalit experience, eliciting empathy and
raising critical awareness among readers. Non-Dalit critics have praised its literary merit and
socio-political relevance, recognizing its role in bridging societal divides and advocating for
social justice. The Outcaste stands as a pivotal contribution to Dalit literature, challenging
readers to confront the injustices of caste and reconsider the fabric of Indian society.

5.7 Questions for Self-Assessment

e How does Sharankumar Limbale’s narrative challenge the foundations of the caste
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system in India?

e What role does education play in Limbale’s journey, and how does he reflect on the
barriers to education faced by Dalits?

e What is the significance of Dalit literature as a form of resistance, and how does
Limbale’s work contribute to this discourse?

e How does Limbale’s narrative address the intersectionality of caste, gender, and
poverty?

e What are the key themes in the critical reception of “The Outcaste” by non-Dalit
critics, and how do they contribute to the ongoing discussion on caste, literature, and

social change in India?

5.8 Further Readings

e Sharankumar Limbale’s The Outcaste (English translation in 2003)

e Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” (2004)
e Anil Kumar’s Sant Sahitya Mein Dalit Chintan, 2016

e Namdeo Dhasal’s The Exercise of Freedom (2018)

e Jyotirao Phule’s Gulamgiri (Slavery) 1873

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936)

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s The Buddha and His Dhamma (1957)
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Unit 6 : Karukku

Structure
6.0 Objective
6.1 Introduction
6.2 Life and Works of Bama
6.3 Bama and Dalit Christianity in India
6.4 Karukku: A Short Summary
6.5 Karukku: A Critical Overview
6.6 Let’s Sum up
6.7 Questions for Self-Assessment
6.8 Further Readings

6.0 Objective

The objective of including Bama’s Karukku in postgraduate courses in India is to engage
students with the nuanced intersections of caste, gender, and religion through the lens of Dalit
literature. This autobiographical work provides a profound insight into the lived experiences
of Dalit Christians, challenging entrenched social hierarchies and promoting critical discourse
on identity, oppression, and resistance. Reading Karukku encourages students to critically
analyse the complexities of social injustices, fostering empathy and a deeper understanding of
marginality. It aims to cultivate an informed, sensitive, and socially conscious academic
community that appreciates the transformative power of literature in advocating for equity

and human dignity.

6.1 Introduction

This discussion explores the profound impact of Bama’s autobiography, Karukku, within the
framework of Dalit literature and its critical role in voicing the experiences of the Dalit

Christian community in India. Bama utilises the autobiographical genre not just as a narrative
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of personal experience but as a potent instrument for social critique and activism. Through an
analysis of her narrative techniques, language, and thematic concerns, we delve into how
Karukku subverts dominant social narratives, asserts Dalit identity, and challenges both caste-
based discrimination and its manifestations within the Christian community. Bama’s work is
examined as an act of resistance and empowerment, highlighting its significance in
articulating a collective consciousness among Dalits and advocating for social justice. This
discussion underscores Karukku’s pivotal role in redefining Dalit literature and its capacity to
foster dialogue and transformation regarding caste and identity in India.

6.2 Life and Works of Bama

Bama, a prominent Tamil Dalit writer, has made significant contributions to Indian literature
through her vivid portrayal of the lives of the Dalit community in Tamil Nadu. Born in 1958
in Puthupatti in the Madurai district of Tamil Nadu, Bama, whose real name is Faustina Mary
Fatima Rani, grew up in a Roman Catholic family belonging to the Dalit community. Her
experiences of caste discrimination and the resilience of her community have deeply

influenced her writing.

Bama pursued her education with fervour despite the socio-economic challenges she faced.
She graduated with a B.Sc. degree from the Institute of Holy Cross Service Society, and later,
she earned a B.Ed. from the same institution, demonstrating her commitment to education
and personal growth. Bama’s journey into the realm of education did not stop there; she
furthered her academic pursuits by obtaining an M.A. in History from Annamalai University,
thereby equipping herself with a robust academic foundation that would later enrich her

literary works.

Before embarking on her literary career, Bama served as a nun for seven years. However, she
eventually left the convent, a decision influenced by her growing awareness of the caste-
based discrimination pervasive within the church and society at large. This period of
introspection and confrontation with the realities of social injustice propelled her towards

writing as a means of activism and expression.
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Bama’s literary oeuvre began with the publication of her autobiography, Karukku (1992),
which means ‘palmyra leaves’ in Tamil. Karukku broke new ground in Tamil literature with
its candid and poignant depiction of the life of Dalits, especially the complexities of being a
Dalit Christian woman. The narrative style and the use of dialect were revolutionary, bringing
to the fore the voices of those marginalised by caste and gender. Karukku earned critical
acclaim for its honest representation of caste discrimination and Bama’s resilience in the face

of adversity.

Following Karukku, Bama continued to explore the lives of Dalits in Tamil Nadu through her
subsequent works, including Sangati (Events, 1994) and Vanmam (Vendetta, 2002). Sangati
extends her exploration of gender and caste, focusing on the lives of Dalit women, their
struggles, and their solidarity in the face of oppression. Vanmam delves into the themes of
caste-based violence and the quest for justice. Bama’s works are characterised by their vivid
storytelling, rich characterizations, and the seamless weaving of personal experiences with

broader social realities.

Bama’s contributions to literature and her activism have been recognized through various
awards and honours. Her literary achievements not only shed light on the lived experiences of
Dalits but also contribute to the broader discourse on caste, gender, and social justice in India.
Bama remains an influential figure in Tamil literature and activism, using her voice to

advocate for the rights and dignity of marginalised communities.

Bama, as a Dalit writer, occupies a significant position in the landscape of contemporary
Indian literature, particularly within the genre of Dalit literature. Her works are instrumental
in articulating Dalit consciousness, challenging caste hierarchies, and highlighting the
intersectionality of caste, gender, and religion. Through her vivid narratives and compelling
storytelling, Bama brings to the fore the lived experiences of Dalits, especially women, in
Tamil Nadu, offering a nuanced portrayal of their struggles, resilience, and resistance against

systemic oppression.
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Representation of Dalit Consciousness

Dalit consciousness in Bama’s writings is not merely a thematic undercurrent but the very
essence that shapes her narrative structure, language, and character development. This
consciousness transcends mere representation of Dalit lives; it serves as a critique of the
socio-political and religious structures that perpetuate caste discrimination and violence.
Bama’s autobiographical work Karukku (1992) marks a seminal moment in Tamil literature,
introducing a distinct voice that is both personal and political. The title itself, referring to the
palmyra leaves that are tough yet flexible, symbolises the resilience of the Dalit community

amidst systemic marginalisation.

Language and Narrative Style

Bama employs a language that is rich in local dialects and expressions, grounding her stories
in the reality of Dalit lives. This linguistic choice is not merely stylistic but strategic, serving
to validate and valorise the cultural expressions of Dalits that have been historically
marginalised or rendered invisible by dominant caste narratives. Her narrative style is direct
and unapologetic, infused with a raw honesty that challenges readers to confront the

uncomfortable realities of caste oppression.

Intersectionality of Caste, Gender, and Religion

A distinctive feature of Bama’s writing is her exploration of the intersectionality of caste,
gender, and religion. As a Dalit Christian woman, Bama offers a unique perspective on the
compounded layers of oppression faced by individuals navigating these intersecting
identities. In Sangati (Events, 1994), she delves into the lives of Dalit women, highlighting
not only their vulnerability to caste and gender-based violence but also their agency,
solidarity, and resilience in the face of such challenges. Bama’s works underscore the
complexity of Dalit identity, challenging monolithic representations and advocating for a

nuanced understanding of social injustices.

Activism Through Literature
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Bama’s writings are a form of activism, intended to raise awareness, incite critical reflection,
and inspire change. She utilises her literary platform to document the injustices faced by
Dalits, critique the social and religious institutions that uphold caste hierarchies, and celebrate
the strength and solidarity of the Dalit community. Her work is a call to action, urging readers

to recognize and dismantle the structures of oppression that pervade Indian society.

For scholars and students of English Language and Literature, Bama’s writings offer a rich
site for exploration and analysis. Engaging with her works provides an opportunity to
examine the intricacies of narrative technique, the role of language in articulating
marginalised voices, and the potential of literature to catalyse social change. Bama, a seminal
figure in Tamil literature, is renowned for her incisive portrayal of the lives of Dalits in India.
Her notable works stand out for their vivid depiction of caste discrimination, resilience, and

the quest for dignity among the Dalit community.

Here are brief summaries of her key works:

1. Sangati (Events, 1994)

Sangati extends Bama’s exploration of Dalit lives, with a particular focus on the experiences
of Dalit women. The novel is structured around the events (Sangati) in the lives of women,
narrating their stories of struggle, solidarity, and survival against the backdrop of caste and
gender oppression. Through a series of vignettes, Bama portrays the rich cultural traditions of
the Dalit community, while also highlighting the systemic violence and discrimination faced
by Dalit women. Sangati is a testament to the strength and resilience of these women,

offering a nuanced portrayal of their resistance and agency.

2. Vanmam (Vendetta, 2002)

Vanmam delves into the theme of caste-based violence and the quest for justice. The novel
examines the destructive nature of vendetta within the Dalit community, illustrating how
cycles of violence exacerbate the community’s marginalisation and suffering. Through the
story of a family caught in the crossfire of caste hatred and revenge, Bama critiques the

societal structures that perpetuate violence and calls for a collective movement towards
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reconciliation and peace. Vanmam is a powerful commentary on the cost of caste divisions

and the urgent need for social harmony.

3. Kusumbukkaran (The Storyteller, 1996)

This collection of short stories further showcases Bama’s skill in capturing the everyday
realities of Dalit lives. Kusumbukkaran brings to light the joys, sorrows, and aspirations of
the Dalit community through a tapestry of characters and narratives. Each story is a reflection
on the human spirit’s resilience in the face of systemic injustices, with Bama’s characteristic
blend of humour, satire, and poignant storytelling. The collection is a celebration of the
strength and dignity of the Dalit community, challenging societal norms that seek to

marginalise and silence their voices.

Bama’s works are a significant contribution to Dalit literature, marked by her distinctive
voice and deep engagement with the realities of caste discrimination. Her narratives are not
just stories of oppression but are also celebrations of the resilience, solidarity, and agency of
the Dalit community. Through her writings, Bama invites readers to confront uncomfortable

truths about society and inspires a vision of a more just and equitable world.

6.3 Bama and Dalit Christianity in India

Dalit Christianity in India represents a complex and nuanced intersection of faith, caste, and
social identity, particularly in the context of South India. This phenomenon is rooted in the
historical dynamics of caste within Indian society and the unique socio-religious landscape of
the region. The engagement of Dalits with Christianity, often seen as a route to social
liberation and dignity, is fraught with contradictions and challenges, reflecting broader issues

of caste discrimination and religious identity.

The introduction of Christianity to India is believed to date back a millennia, and with
significant expansions during the colonial period from the 16th century onwards. The British
colonial period saw a notable increase in conversions among Dalits, driven by the promise of
social equality and escape from the rigid hierarchies of Hindu caste system. Missions in

South India, particularly by British and American missionaries, targeted lower-caste and
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Dalit populations, offering them education, healthcare, and the prospect of a life beyond caste

oppression.

South India has been a focal point for Dalit conversions to Christianity, with states like Tamil
Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, and Andhra Pradesh witnessing significant Dalit Christian
populations. The region’s complex caste dynamics, characterised by entrenched hierarchies

and discrimination, made Christianity appealing to Dalits seeking solace and social mobility.

However, the reality of Dalit Christianity in South India has been marked by a paradox.
While Christianity promised equality before God, caste distinctions often persisted within the
church and Christian communities. Dalit Christians found themselves marginalised both
within the broader Hindu society and, at times, within their new religious communities,

facing a “double discrimination” that belied the egalitarian ethos of Christianity.

Dalit Christians in South India have navigated a landscape where their religious identity does
not fully shield them from the socio-economic disadvantages wrought by caste. In the church,
instances of segregation in seating arrangements, burial grounds, and even in the priesthood
reflect the persistence of caste-based prejudices. Furthermore, the conversion to Christianity
has, for some Dalits, resulted in a loss of affirmative action benefits reserved for Hindus,

exacerbating their socio-economic challenges.

In response to these challenges, Dalit Christians have engaged in various forms of activism
and advocacy, seeking to assert their rights and dignity within the church and the wider
society. Organisations and movements have emerged, demanding not only an end to caste-
based discrimination within Christian communities but also the extension of affirmative
action benefits to Dalit Christians. The struggle of Dalit Christians in South India is thus
emblematic of a broader quest for justice and equality, transcending the boundaries of

religion and caste.

Theologically, there has been an effort among Dalit Christians to reinterpret Christian
teachings in a way that resonates with their struggle against caste oppression. Liberation
theology, with its emphasis on social justice and the liberation of the oppressed, has found

resonance among Dalit Christians. This has led to the development of a contextual theology
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that seeks to reconcile faith with the realities of caste discrimination and social

marginalisation.

Dalit Christianity in South India is a testament to the enduring complexities of caste and
religion in India. While Christianity offered a vision of social equality and dignity, the lived
realities of Dalit Christians reveal the persistence of caste-based discrimination, even within
religious communities that profess egalitarian values. The experiences of Dalit Christians
highlight the need for a sustained critique of caste from within religious traditions and
underscore the importance of social, economic, and theological efforts to realise the promise

of equality and dignity for all, regardless of caste or creed.

Bama, as a Dalit Christian writer, confronts the entrenched caste hierarchies of the Hindu
Brahminic system that have permeated Christianity in India through her literary works and
public discourse. Her confrontation with these hierarchies is multifaceted, involving a critical
examination of both the external structures of caste within the broader Indian society and the
internal dynamics of caste discrimination within the Christian community. Bama’s approach
is characterised by a candid exposition of her personal experiences, a nuanced critique of

socio-religious practices, and an advocacy for social justice and equality.

In her seminal work, Karukku, Bama uses her personal narrative to expose the double
marginalisation faced by Dalit Christians — discriminated against in the broader Hindu
society due to their Dalit status, and marginalised within the Christian community due to the
persistence of caste-based practices. By sharing her journey of self-awareness and resistance,
Bama challenges the notion that conversion to Christianity automatically results in social
liberation for Dalits. Her narrative reveals how caste hierarchies, rooted in the Hindu
Brahminic system, have been replicated within Indian Christianity, manifesting in segregated

churches, burial grounds, and social functions.

Bama’s writings offer a sharp critique of the socio-religious practices that sustain caste
discrimination. She highlights how cultural practices and social norms within Christian
communities often mirror those of the broader Hindu society, perpetuating a sense of
superiority among upper-caste Christians and reinforcing the marginalisation of Dalits. Bama
calls attention to the irony of caste discrimination within a religion that preaches equality and
love, questioning the commitment of the Christian community to its foundational principles.
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Beyond her literary works, Bama has been vocal in advocating for the rights and dignity of
Dalit Christians. She emphasises the need for a radical transformation of the Christian church
in India to truly reflect the egalitarian ethos of Christianity. Bama advocates for an inclusive
church that not only acknowledges the presence of caste discrimination but actively works to
dismantle it. This includes reforming religious practices, promoting Dalit leadership within

the church, and supporting socio-economic initiatives aimed at uplifting Dalit Christians.

Bama also engages with Christian theology, calling for a reinterpretation of Christian
teachings in a manner that addresses the realities of caste oppression. She draws upon
liberation theology to argue for a faith that is actively engaged in the struggle for social
justice. By aligning her critique with a theological perspective, Bama seeks to bridge the gap
between religious beliefs and social realities, urging the Christian community to live out the

principles of equality and compassion.

Bama’s confrontation with the caste hierarchies that have infiltrated Christianity in India is a
powerful testament to her commitment to social justice and equality. Through her writings
and advocacy, Bama not only exposes the contradictions within the Christian community but
also offers a vision of what a truly inclusive and egalitarian Christian faith could look like.
Her work challenges both the Christian community and the broader Indian society to reflect
on their practices and beliefs, urging a collective movement towards a society where dignity

and equality are accorded to all, irrespective of caste or creed.

Bama’s contribution to Dalit literature and her critique of caste discrimination within
Christianity serve as an essential resource for scholars, activists, and religious leaders. It
provides a framework for understanding the complexities of caste in India and the potential of

religion as a force for social change.

6.4 Karukku: A Short Summary

Karukku, an autobiographical novel, marks a significant departure in Tamil literature with its
raw and candid portrayal of the life of Dalits, particularly focusing on the experiences of

Dalit Christians in Tamil Nadu. The title, which means ‘palmyra leaves’ in Tamil, symbolises

85



resilience in the face of harsh social realities. Bama uses a narrative style that is deeply
personal and reflective, breaking silence on the double marginalisation faced as a Dalit and as
a woman. Karukku exposes the caste discrimination within the Catholic Church and society,
detailing Bama’s journey towards self-awareness and her eventual decision to leave the

convent to advocate for social justice.

As an autobiographical narrative by Bama, Karukku is notable for its fragmented structure,
which does not adhere strictly to a linear chronological order. Instead, it weaves together a
series of vignettes, reflections, and episodes from Bama’s life to portray her journey from
childhood to adulthood, focusing on her experiences as a Dalit Christian (Catholic) woman in
Tamil Nadu, India. Despite its non-linear narrative style, the development of the plot can be
broadly outlined in a chronological framework, highlighting key phases in Bama’s life and

the evolution of her consciousness regarding caste and religious identity.

In Karukku, Bama narrates her journey from a childhood imbued with the innocence of rural
life to her adulthood marked by a keen awareness of the social injustices stemming from her
Dalit identity. She was born into Paraiyar community from Puthupatti in the then Madras
State. The autobiography is a poignant exploration of the multiple layers of discrimination
faced by Bama, both within society at large and within the institutions that were part of her
life, including the education system and the church. Bama opens with her childhood
experiences in a Dalit village, where she observes the stark inequalities and injustices faced
by her community. Her early life is marked by an innocence that gradually gives way to an
awareness of the social hierarchies that govern her world. She recounts instances of caste
discrimination, both subtle and overt, that she encounters in her village and at school,
especially by the Naickers. These experiences sow the seeds of her later activism. Bama’s
pursuit of education is a significant theme. Bama’s story begins in her village, where she
grows up in a Dalit family. Her early years are characterised by a certain naivety concerning
the social hierarchies around her. However, this innocence gradually erodes as she becomes
aware of the caste-based discrimination that permeates every aspect of her community’s life.
Bama recounts instances where the Dalit community was subjected to overt discrimination
and humiliation, which were rationalised by the prevailing caste norms. Despite the love and
care within her family, the external world presents a harsh reality of exclusion and

marginalisation.

86



Education becomes a double-edged sword, offering a means of empowerment but also
exposing her to further discrimination. As she progresses through her schooling, the contrasts
between her aspirations and her social reality become more pronounced. As Bama pursues
her education, she becomes increasingly conscious of her Dalit identity and how it positions
her differently from her peers. Education, which she initially views as a pathway to
empowerment and liberation, soon reveals itself as another arena where caste prejudices
manifest. Bama faces discrimination from both teachers and fellow students, who often
belittle her achievements and question her abilities based solely on her caste background.
These experiences are not just personal affronts but are emblematic of the systemic barriers
that Dalits face in accessing quality education and opportunities for advancement.

Through her interactions with teachers, classmates, and the broader community, Bama
becomes increasingly aware of the deep-rooted caste prejudices that pervade every aspect of
life, including within the education system. Seeking solace and a means of escape from the
caste oppression, Bama decides to become a nun. Her time in the convent is initially seen as a

path to spiritual and social liberation.

However, she soon encounters the same caste-based discrimination within the Christian
community and the church’s hierarchy. This disillusionment is pivotal, marking a critical
turning point in her understanding of caste and religion. In search of solace and a means of
escape from the caste oppression in her societal life, Bama decides to join a convent. She
hopes that the Christian faith, with its teachings of equality and brotherhood, would offer her
a refuge from caste discrimination. However, her time in the convent instead becomes a
period of profound disillusionment. Bama discovers that caste hierarchies and prejudices
have infiltrated the church as well, manifesting in the attitudes and actions of the religious
community. This realisation forces her to confront the painful truth that caste discrimination
is not merely a feature of Hindu society but is pervasive across religious boundaries in India.

Bama’s experiences in the convent lead to a critical awakening to the realities of caste
discrimination, even within supposedly egalitarian religious spaces. She grapples with her
faith, her identity as a Dalit Christian, and her place in a society that marginalises her on
multiple fronts. Ultimately, Bama makes the difficult decision to leave the convent, a choice
that signifies her rejection of the institutional structures that fail to address or perpetuate caste

discrimination.

87



The disillusionment Bama experiences in the convent leads her to a critical juncture in her
life. Her decision to leave the convent marks her rejection of an institution that fails to live up
to its egalitarian ideals. Returning to secular life, Bama embarks on a career as a teacher. In
this role, she encounters discrimination yet again, this time in the educational system, where

her Dalit background influences how colleagues and students perceive and interact with her.

Karukku itself is part of this phase, as Bama uses her autobiography to document her
experiences, critique caste and religious discrimination, and connect with others who share
her struggles. Her return to society is marked by a commitment to fighting for Dalit rights
and using her voice to effect change. Bama’s journey from a marginalised Dalit child to a
teacher and writer is marked by a series of awakenings to the realities of caste discrimination
and the power of her voice to challenge these injustices. Her decision to document her
experiences in Karukku is both a personal catharsis and a political act. Through her
autobiography, Bama not only exposes the pervasive nature of caste discrimination in both
Hindu and Christian communities but also articulates a vision of resistance and empowerment
for Dalits. Her narrative is a testament to the resilience of the human spirit in the face of

systemic oppression and a call to action for social change.

Karukku ends not with a resolution but with a continuation of Bama’s journey towards
activism and advocacy. The narrative is cyclical rather than linear, reflecting the ongoing
nature of her struggle against caste and the search for identity and dignity. Through Karukku,
Bama presents a compelling account of her life, characterised by resilience, resistance, and
the refusal to accept the status quo. The autobiography stands as a testament to her journey of
self-discovery and her efforts to carve out a space for Dalit voices within the Indian literary
landscape and beyond. In summary, Karukku is a profound narrative of struggle, resilience,
and resistance against the caste system in India. Bama’s experiences highlight the
intersectionality of caste and religion, challenging the notion that conversion to Christianity
offers an escape from caste oppression. Through her life story, Bama emerges as a powerful
voice for Dalit rights and dignity, using her experiences as a foundation for her advocacy and

literary work.
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6.5 Karukku: A Critical Overview

Autobiography as a genre within Dalit literature has emerged as a potent medium through
which the voices of the untouchables in India have found expression and assertion. This
literary form serves not merely as a recounting of individual life stories but as a critical
intervention in the social, political, and cultural discourses around caste, identity, and
resistance. Theoretical responses to the significance of autobiography in Dalit literature often
emphasise its role in subverting dominant narratives, reclaiming agency, and articulating a

collective consciousness of resistance and emancipation.

Autobiographies by Dalit writers subvert the dominant Brahminical narratives that have
historically marginalised Dalit voices. By narrating their lived experiences of caste
oppression, these autobiographies challenge the hegemonic constructions of history, culture,
and identity in India. This act of writing becomes a form of resistance against the erasure and
silencing of Dalit experiences in mainstream discourse. Michel Foucault’s concept of
“subjugated knowledges” is relevant here, as Dalit autobiographies bring to the fore

marginalised voices that challenge the power structures of caste.

Dalit autobiographies are a reclamation of agency by individuals who have been historically
denied subjectivity. Through the act of narrating their own stories, Dalit writers assert their
identities and experiences as valid and significant. This form of self-representation is a
departure from the objectification of Dalits in much of Indian literature and media, where
they have often been depicted through the lens of pity, romanticization, or vilification. The
autobiographical narrative allows Dalits to define themselves on their own terms, contesting

the narratives imposed upon them by a casteist society.

While autobiographies are personal narratives, Dalit autobiographies often transcend
individual experiences to articulate a collective Dalit consciousness. They capture not just a
single life but the shared experiences of discrimination, struggle, and resilience that define
the Dalit community. This collective dimension of Dalit autobiographies resonates with the
concept of “collective memory” as theorised by Maurice Halbwachs, where individual

memories contribute to the construction of a shared social memory. In this sense, Dalit
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autobiographies contribute to the formation of a collective identity and historical

consciousness that underpins Dalit solidarity and activism.

The act of writing and publishing autobiographies serves as an empowering act for Dalit
individuals, offering them a platform to assert their dignity, challenge caste oppression, and
envision a more equitable society. The narrative becomes a space for healing, catharsis, and
the reimagining of identities beyond the constraints of caste. By making public the private
pain of caste discrimination, these narratives also foster empathy and solidarity among

readers, potentially bridging divides across caste lines.

In Karukku, Bama employs the autobiographical genre as a powerful medium to voice the
experiences, struggles, and resilience of the Dalit community, particularly focusing on the
lives of Dalit Christians in Tamil Nadu, India. This work stands as a seminal piece in Dalit
literature, not only for its candid exploration of caste and religious identity but also for its
innovative use of language and narrative form. Through Karukku, Bama transforms the
autobiographical genre into a platform for Dalit voices, challenging dominant social

narratives and asserting the presence and dignity of the marginalised.

Karukku breaks away from traditional autobiographical formats by employing a non-linear
narrative structure that interweaves personal experiences with reflections on caste, faith, and
identity. This fragmented structure mirrors the disjointed reality of Dalit lives, disrupted by
systemic oppression and discrimination. Bama’s use of the Tamil dialect and colloquial
language serves to ground her narrative in the lived experiences of her community, making it
accessible and relatable to a Dalit audience while challenging the literary norms dominated

by upper-caste preferences.

Bama’s narrative acts as a subversive tool against the dominant Brahminical discourse that
has historically marginalised Dalit voices. By centring her story on the experiences of a Dalit
Christian woman, she challenges not only the caste hierarchies inherent in Hindu society but
also the replicated structures of discrimination within the Christian community. This dual
critique exposes the pervasive nature of caste, irrespective of religious affiliations, and

contests the notion that conversion to Christianity offers an escape from caste oppression.
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Karukku is a bold assertion of Dalit identity in a literary landscape where such voices have
been systematically silenced or marginalised. Bama’s autobiographical narrative transcends
personal storytelling to reflect the collective experiences of Dalit Christians, making visible
the struggles and injustices faced by her community. Through her personal journey of self-
discovery and resistance, Bama articulates a Dalit feminist perspective that challenges both

caste and gender oppression, highlighting the intersectionality of her struggle.

The act of writing Karukku itself is an act of empowerment and resistance. Bama not only
documents her life but also critiques the social and religious systems that perpetuate caste
discrimination. Her narrative is an invitation to solidarity, calling upon readers to recognize
and challenge the injustices faced by Dalits. By sharing her journey towards self-awareness
and activism, Bama inspires others in her community to voice their experiences, fostering a

sense of collective identity and resistance against oppression.

In Karukku, Bama effectively utilises autobiography as a medium to voice the silenced
narratives of Dalits, transforming personal experience into a powerful critique of social and
religious discrimination. Her work is a critical contribution to Dalit literature, offering both a
reflection on the specific experiences of Dalit Christians in Tamil Nadu and a broader
commentary on the nature of caste and identity in India. Bama’s narrative challenges the
reader to confront uncomfortable truths about caste discrimination and serves as a catalyst for
dialogue and change. Through Karukku, Bama not only asserts her identity as a Dalit
Christian woman but also claims her space within the Indian literary tradition, redefining the

contours of Dalit literature and its potential to drive social transformation.

6.6 Let’s Sum up

Bama’s Karukku is a seminal work in Dalit literature, employing autobiography to voice the
lived experiences of Dalit Christians in Tamil Nadu. Through a fragmented narrative and
colloquial Tamil, Bama subverts dominant Brahminical discourses, challenging both caste
hierarchies and the replication of such discriminations within the Christian community. Her
narrative transcends personal storytelling, articulating a collective Dalit consciousness and
asserting Dalit identity against systemic oppression. Karukku acts as a medium of

empowerment and resistance, critiquing social and religious structures that perpetuate caste
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discrimination. By documenting her journey towards self-awareness and activism, Bama not

only highlights the intersectionality of caste and gender oppression but also inspires solidarity

and change. Her work redefines Dalit literature’s contours, making it a critical platform for

dialogue and social transformation, and asserting the dignity and rights of marginalised

communities within the Indian literary tradition and beyond.

6.7 Questions for Self-Assessment

How does Bama’s use of autobiographical narrative in Karukku challenge the
dominant Brahminical social narratives, and what impact does this have on the

reader’s understanding of Dalit identity and caste discrimination in India?

Discuss the significance of the non-linear narrative structure and colloquial language
employed by Bama in Karukku. How do these elements contribute to the authenticity

and impact of her portrayal of Dalit Christian experiences?

Compare and contrast Bama’s depiction of caste discrimination within Hindu society
and the Christian community as illustrated in Karukku. What does this reveal about

the pervasive nature of caste across religious boundaries in India?

Reflect on the role of education in Bama’s journey as depicted in Karukku. How does
her educational experience both empower and confront her with the realities of caste

discrimination?

Considering the theoretical frameworks discussed, how does Karukku embody the
concept of autobiography as a medium of empowerment and resistance in Dalit
literature? What does this suggest about the potential of personal narratives to drive

social change?

6.8 Further Readings

Bama’s Karukku (1992)

Raj Kumar’s Dalit Personal Narratives(2011)
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Pramod K. Nayar’s “Bama’s Karukku: Dalit Autobiography as Testimonio”

Kancha llaiah. “Dalitism vs Brahmanism: The Epistemological Conflict in History”
Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” (2004)

Anil Kumar’s Sant Sahitya Mein Dalit Chintan, 2016

Namdeo Dhasal’s The Exercise of Freedom (2018)

Bama, “Recognition for the Language of My People is The Biggest Award I Can
Win” (An interview) (2011)
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Unit 7: G Kalyan Rao’s Untouchable Spring

Structure
7.0 Objective
7.1 Introduction
7.2 Life and Works of G Kalyan Rao
7.3 Untouchable Spring: Plot Overview
7.4 Untouchable Spring: Critical Overview
7.5 Let’s Sum Up
7.6 Questions for Self-Assessment
7.7 Further Readings

7.0 Objective

The objective of including Untouchable Spring by G. Kalyan Rao in a postgraduate course is
to provide students with a profound understanding of the socio-cultural dynamics of caste and
religion in Telugu society, particularly through the experiences of Dalits. This novel serves as
a critical exploration of how Dalit identities are negotiated within the frameworks of
Hinduism and Christianity. By engaging with this text, students can critically analyse themes
of discrimination, resistance, and emancipation, enhancing their comprehension of
intersectionality and social justice. This comprehensive examination helps develop a nuanced

perspective on caste politics and its implications on marginalized communities in India.

7.1 Introduction

Untouchable Spring (Antarani Vasantam in Telugu) by G. Kalyan Rao is a poignant and
compelling novel that exposes the harsh realities of caste oppression in India, particularly
focusing on the Dalit community’s struggle for dignity and equality. Through vivid narrative
and deeply affecting characters, Rao explores the transformative impact of Christianity on
Dalit lives, examining both its promises of liberation and the continuing stigmatization within
new religious contexts. The novel intricately details the socio-political and cultural upheavals
that Dalits face when they attempt to transcend their marginalized status through religious
conversion, education, and political activism. By weaving a narrative that is both personal

and communal, Untouchable Spring challenges readers to confront the ingrained prejudices
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and systemic injustices that persist in contemporary Indian society. This work is essential for
its unflinching critique of caste discrimination and its portrayal of the resilience and agency

of the Dalit community in their ongoing fight for justice and social inclusion.

7.2 Life and Works of G Kalyan Rao

Kalyana Rao is a distinguished author and a former president of the Revolutionary Writers’
Association, actively involved in the Working Committee. He has played a significant role in
facilitating negotiations between Naxalites and the government. His novel, Untouchable
Spring, stands out as a unique contribution to global literature and has been translated into
approximately ten languages. Antarani Vasantha chronicles the story across seven
generations, documenting the Dalit literary and cultural revolution. Additionally, his work

Aakhari Mannis Antarangam serves as an authoritative text on history, culture, and literature.

Rao articulated that despite poets being incarcerated and silenced for challenging the state,
capital, ideology, and imperialism, their suppressed voices do not hinder the progress of their
dreams, which continue to inspire movements like incisive letters. He was compelled to go
into hiding briefly when the Revolutionary Writers” Association (Virasam), founded in 1970,
faced its first ban in the state. His notable works are Untouchable Spring, Inside the Last Man

and Vemana-Veerabraham which represents a significant dialogue in Telugu literature.

G Kalyan Rao is a notable famous Telugu Dalit novelist, short story writer, essayist and
dramatist whose works have significantly contributed to Dalit literature. Born into a family
that faced the challenges typical of the Dalit community, Rao’s early life was marked by
socio-economic struggles. These personal experiences of caste-based discrimination and

social exclusion deeply influenced his writing and activism.

Rao’s literary journey began at a relatively young age when he started using literature as a
means to voice the concerns and injustices faced by his community. His writings often reflect
the harsh realities of caste oppression and the fight for dignity and equality, themes that
resonate with many Dalit writers across India. In addition to his literary contributions, Rao
has been an active participant in the Dalit movement, using both his pen and his presence in
public forums to champion the cause of Dalit rights. His works not only provide a narrative

of Dalit life but also critique the societal structures that perpetuate caste disparities.
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Rao’s commitment to social change is evident in his engagement with various Dalit literary
and political movements, making him a prominent figure in both the literary and socio-
political spheres. His life and work continue to inspire new generations of Dalit writers and
activists. His writings are characterized by a deep empathy and vivid portrayal of the

hardships faced by the Dalit communities in Telugu Nadu.

Kalyan Rao’s literary journey is marked by his novel Kundan (not a Telugu work but part of
Telugu literature), which delves into the lives of bonded laborers. His narrative style is
engaging and poignant, offering readers a close look at the social injustices that persist within
contemporary Indian society. Through his storytelling, Rao does not just recount the pain and
suffering of his characters but also highlights their resilience and the complex dynamics of

caste and class.

His works are a significant part of the Dalit literary movement in South India, echoing the
voices of those on the margins and challenging mainstream narratives about caste and social
hierarchy. By focusing on Dalit identities and their intersections with broader social and
political issues, Kalyan Rao has contributed to the ongoing dialogue about caste
discrimination, making his writings a crucial resource for understanding the nuances of social

equity and justice in India.

Kalyan Rao’s contributions go beyond literature; he is also involved in social activism, using
his writings and public engagements to advocate for Dalit rights and equality. His works
inspire both a literary and social re-evaluation of the conditions under which Dalit
communities live, aiming to stimulate change and foster a more inclusive society.

G. Kalyan Rao’s literary works, particularly through his notable novel Untouchable Spring,
offers a profound insight into the lives of Dalits in India, encapsulating their struggles,
resistance, and the quest for dignity against the backdrop of oppressive caste structures. His
narratives vividly illustrate the harrowing realities faced by Dalit communities, while also

capturing their resilience and the transformative power of education and self-awareness.

His Untouchable Spring serves as a significant cultural and political artifact, weaving
together the history of seven generations of a Dalit family in Andhra Pradesh. Rao’s
storytelling brings to light the severe social hierarchies and the resultant suffering imposed on
Dalits. The novel’s extensive portrayal of caste oppression and the spirited fight for self-

respect and survival by communities like the Malas and Madigas offers a visceral
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understanding of the socio-political dynamics of the region. Simultaneously, My Father
Baliah by Y.B. Sathyanarayana, though not authored by Rao, complements Rao’s depiction
of Dalit life by providing a biographical account of a Dalit family’s generational struggle for
education and social mobility. The narrative underscores the pivotal role of education in
breaking the chains of caste-based discrimination and poverty. It illustrates how education
serves as a vehicle for empowerment and social change, enabling individuals like Baliah to

alter their destinies and challenge the status quo.

Both works contribute significantly to Dalit literature by not only presenting a critique of the
caste system but also by celebrating the undying spirit of resistance and the pursuit of dignity
amongst Dalit communities. They are transformative in their literary scope and socio-political
commentary, challenging readers to reconsider the fabric of Indian society and the enduring

impacts of caste.

Kalyan Rao’s literary journey is deeply personal and reflective of his lived experiences as a
Dalit. His writings are an amalgamation of personal trauma, communal history, and a
profound cultural heritage, often overlooked in mainstream narratives. Rao’s works do more
than narrate stories; they are a form of cultural reclamation and a fight against historical
erasure. This personal engagement enriches his narratives, lending them an authenticity that
resonates with many readers, especially those familiar with the nuances of caste oppression in

India.

In a broader cultural context, these books, and Rao’s contributions through them, serve as
catalysts for dialogue and change. They have been instrumental in influencing public
discourse and inspiring other Dalit writers and activists. Their narratives have fostered a
greater understanding of Dalit grievances and aspirations, thus paving the way for a more
inclusive and equitable society. Their literary and cultural significance remains deeply
intertwined with the ongoing struggle for Dalit rights in India, highlighting the power of
literature as a form of protest and an agent of social change.

7.3 Untouchable Spring: Plot Overview

The novel is set in Andhra Pradesh, a region in southern India. Rao vividly captures the lives

of the untouchables in his novel, portraying them so realistically that it seems as though he
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has lived their experiences himself. Throughout the book, he often highlights the cruel
treatment of Dalits from the upper castes. The story primarily unfolds in Yennella Dinni, the
ancestral home of Ruth’s husband, Reuben. At the beginning, Ruth, the protagonist, is
introduced as she gazes at the sky, reminiscing about the past events involving her husband’s
ancestors. Kalyan Rao then takes us back to explore Reuben’s lineage. We learn that Reuben
has recently passed away. His grandfather, Yellanna, belonged to the Mala caste
(Dalit/untouchable) and was a renowned artist. Yellanna, who was more cherished by his
aunt Boodevi than his own father, grew up to echo themes of hunger, untouchability, and
exploitation in his songs, influenced by the nurturing care of Boodevi who exposed him to

numerous cultural events.

Kalyan Rao tells us about the challenges faced by two Dalit communities, the Malas and
Madigas, due to discrimination from higher castes like Karanam, Kapus, and Reddys. For
example, when Boodevi and Yellanna, characters in the novel, watch a performance on the
Mala mound, Boodevi must be careful not to be seen by the upper castes. Another character,
Naganna, survives despite the oppressive rule of the upper castes and becomes a mentor to
Yellanna, teaching him the Urmulla dance. Yellanna’s story includes his marriage to
Subhadra and their life together, illustrating the social and economic challenges these

communities face, such as lack of land ownership and exploitation by higher castes.

Younger Karanam pretended to be charitable because he wanted Malas, Madigas, and
Atchireddy (a high caste person) to argue among themselves. In his novel Untouchable
Spring, Rao uses characters like Yenkatanarsu, Pittodu, and Polladu to represent the art and
culture of Malas and Madigas. After marrying Subhadra, Yellanna never stayed home;
instead, he travelled to nearby villages. Sivaiah, son of Yellanna, grew up, married Sasirekha,
and faced a terrible drought in Yennella Dinni, which killed many people. Sivaiah buried his
relatives himself, leaving only him and Sasirekha, who then left the village with other
migrants looking for work at the construction of the Bukingham canal. However, they were
not allowed to work on the canal due to discrimination, and Sivaiah was chased away by

other workers of upper castes.

Sivaiah was very tired and hungry, lying down at a deserted place with his wife when a man
named Martin approached them. Martin, who wore a cross locket and had converted to
Christianity, invited Sivaiah and his wife to his home in Valasapadu. Sivaiah shared his past
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struggles with Martin, who also experienced oppression from upper castes when he was
known as Chinnodu. Martin explained how he became a Christian and started spreading
Christianity across the subcontinent. He renamed Sivaiah as Simon and taught him
Christianity, which became a significant part of Simon’s life. Both lower and upper castes
converted to Christianity, often for social benefits, as many court employees were Christians
at the time. Simon and his wife had a son named Reuben. However, their peace was shattered
when upper caste individuals, seeking revenge for a legal victory by Martin, killed him
(Martin) on Christmas Eve and severely beat Simon. Simon carried Martin’s body back to
Valasapadu only to find his community being chased away and his wife dead. Simon fled

with his child, hoping for a better future for him.

Reuben started working as a preacher at the hospital, where keeping a daily diary was a
regular activity. Now, Ruth has opened the diary that always sits in front of her. She shares
the story of how Reuben became the hospital preacher and his education in an orphanage,
where an elderly man named Jacob admitted him. Jacob revealed the names of Reuben’s
parents to him, telling him that his father Simon had left him in Jacob’s care on Christmas
Day before returning to Vasalapadu. Ruth uses Reuben’s diary to tell us about his childhood
and how he travelled from village to village, learning about his family’s history. It took him
nearly four to five years to fully understand his family’s background. Later, Reuben married
Francis’s daughter, Ruth, who worked at the hospital and wrote stories her grandmother told
her. After their wedding, they moved to Yennella Dinni, built a house, and started their
family there, welcoming their children, Immanuel and Rosy. Rosy married VVandanam, a
government employee, and after completing his studies, Immanuel married Mary Suvarta, a

relative of Ruth.

During a wedding, Reuben was surprised to see Ramanujam, a school teacher he had a good
relationship with but hadn’t seen for many years. Ramanujam used to teach children from the
Madiga and Mala communities in Yennella Dinni, which is when he and Reuben became
close friends. They both cared deeply about their society’s issues. Once, Reuben asked
Ramanujam about the Harijan Seva Sangam, a group started by Mahatma Gandhi in 1932 to
fight untouchability. Ramanujam didn’t like Gandhi using the term “Harijan,” feeling it

demeaned them, a sentiment Ruth also shared.
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The story also talks about the arrival of communism in Avalapadu, as Ramanujam described
to Ruth and Reuben during Immanuel and Marry Suvatra’s wedding. Reuben’s son left the
village to become a Naxalite but was later killed. Immanuel’s son, Jessie, married Ruby and,
like his ancestors, left home and never returned. Ruth ends the novel writing a letter to her

grandson, Jessie.

7.4 Untouchable Spring: A Critical Overview

Untouchable Spring is not merely a novel but a vessel carrying the collective memory and
ongoing struggles of the Dalit communities in the post-colonial era. Kalyan Rao’s narrative
structure, interwoven with personal and communal histories, challenges the linear storytelling
typical to Indian literature, offering instead a tapestry of voices that are both historical and
deeply personal. This approach not only personalizes the socio-political issues faced by
Dalits but also universalizes their quest for dignity and justice, making it relatable to a

broader audience.

Rao’s narrative technique—Dblending folklore, personal anecdotes, and political history—
effectively captures the essence of Dalit resistance against caste oppression. His use of
language and narrative forms disrupts the conventional upper-caste dominated literary canon
of India, providing a platform for marginalized voices. The autobiographical elements,
though symbolic, are rooted in real-life experiences and collective memories, making

Untouchable Spring a poignant reflection of the Dalit struggle for identity and equality.

The novel’s impact extends beyond literature, influencing discussions on caste and culture in
academic and social circles. Kalyan Rao’s depiction of cultural practices among Dalits
challenges the mainstream narratives that often depict Dalits merely as victims of caste
oppression, showcasing them instead as bearers of a rich cultural legacy. This repositioning is
crucial for understanding the socio-cultural dynamics of caste in India. Furthermore, Rao’s
critique of Brahminical dominance through the lens of art and literature exposes the systemic
injustices that continue to plague Indian society. His work prompts a re-evaluation of how art
and culture can perpetuate caste distinctions, and how Dalit narratives could potentially

reshape the cultural landscape.
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G. Kalyan Rao’s Untouchable Spring serves as a critical cultural document that challenges
and enriches the Indian literary tradition. It is a testament to the transformative power of
literature as a medium of social change and justice. By placing Dalit lives and stories at the
centre of his narrative, Kalyan Rao not only asserts the significance of Dalit voices in
literature but also fosters a more inclusive understanding of Indian cultural heritage. This
novel continues to inspire new generations of writers and activists, fuelling a literary
movement that seeks to reclaim narrative spaces long dominated by upper-caste ideologies.
It is a profound novel that offers a sweeping narrative of the Dalit experience in India,
spanning several generations. It begins with the story of an untouchable community in a
small South Indian village, documenting their struggles, aspirations, and the brutal
oppressions they face over the years. One instance of caste discrimination at the construction
of the Buckingham canal during the draught is give bellow:

In the coolie work of Buckingham canal, though what they would do too would be
coolie work, the upper-caste coolies did not agree to the malas and madigas working
along with them. Just like they chased away Sivaiah and Sasirekha, they chased away
every mala and madiga who came for work. Beat them up. There were those who ran
and lost their lives because of hunger, exhaustion and fear. So the Baptist Mission
specifically took up digging a four-mile long canal for the malas and madigas at
Rajupalem near Ongole. The malas and madigas started to work there. The malas and
madigas from Kanigiri, Donakonda, Markapuram, Ongole and Nellore regions
reached there. After giving that information, Martin asked Sivaiah and Sasirekha to
set out for that place. Martin was walking in front. Behind him those two.

The journey was new. Did not know which turn life would take. No desire even to

find out. Hunger in the stomach. Untouchability in the wrenching of the heart.

The novel is structured around the personal and collective histories of these characters,
portraying how caste and feudal systems dictate their lives. It starts with the backdrop of the
early twentieth century and traces the socio-political evolution through the eyes of its
protagonists. Kalyan Rao dives deep into the struggles of the untouchables, detailing their
forced labour, the denial of access to basic resources like water, and the caste-based violence
they endure. As the story progresses, it also captures the transformative impact of leftist

ideologies and movements during the 1940s and 1950s. Some characters join these
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movements, hoping to change their destinies through political engagement, reflecting the
broader historic shifts and the influence of global ideologies like communism on local

struggles.

The narrative delves into the complexities of caste, the conflicts within the community, and
the characters’ quests for identity and dignity. It is not just a story of oppression, but also one
of resistance and hope as the characters fight for their rights and attempt to carve out spaces

for themselves in a society that continually seeks to marginalize them.

Untouchability, it will not but stick on.

Ruth thinks like that. Thinking like that is not her mistake. She thinks she should not
think in that manner. But she cannot avoid it. When all memories revolve around that
reality, she can only think like that. The family she was born into, the family she was
married into, on the whole the caste she was born into and brought up in reveal that

reality.

Untouchable Spring is ultimately a powerful critique of the caste system and a celebration of
the resilience and solidarity among Dalit communities, showing their persistent fight for
justice and equality through personal and collective upheavals.

The backdrop of Untouchable Spring is rich with the socio-political changes over decades,
including the influence of the Left Movement and the rise of Dalit consciousness through
seminal works in Telugu Dalit literature like Dalit-Bahujan writing-- Chikkanautunna Pata
and Padunekkina Pata. These anthologies reflect a dynamic engagement with caste
discrimination and Dalit identity, particularly in the realms of bureaucracy and personal

narratives of oppression.

Untouchable Spring itself functions as a ‘memory text’, merging oral traditions with the
larger narrative of nationalist struggles, caste-based reform movements, and the politics of a
newly emergent nation. This blending of historical narrative with personal experience and
oral tradition creates a powerful testimony to the lived experiences of the Dalit communities,
challenging the ‘objective’ histories and presenting an ‘in-between’ genre that addresses both
public and personal histories. The novel also critiques the grand narratives of mainstream

history and comments of the nature of Dalit history:
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Whatever be the reasons, the malas and madigas made the mala’s mound cultivable.
They shared a piece of land each. They ought to remember Narigadu and Mataiah.
Their sacrifice. Their courage. The blood they shed. The debt of blood they repaid.
History continued like that. Not just the head of Sambuka or the thumb of Ekalavya.
The examples of dalit history did not stop with them. The revolts, the struggles, the
sacrifices and the courage of the untouchables that history had not taken into account
or even if it had, had not given it due importance were not lucky to see the light and
became one with darkness. Those who speak with little knowledge would say
something or the other but struggle is not an ideal for the malas and madigas. It is a
necessity. As it is a necessity, the Narigas and Mataiahs dared so much. There is no
page in the history of the struggle of this country that has not been soaked in their
blood. There is no instance which is not connected with their courage. They have
fought for the land. They have fought for their livelihood. They have fought for their
self-respect. The present too is the same. The present life struggle too is the same.

That is not an ideal. A necessity.

A pivotal symbolic element in Rao’s narrative is the cry of the yellana pitta, an imaginary

bird that symbolizes the agony and the artistic legacy of the Dalit communities. The

protagonist, Yellana, transforms from a victim of caste oppression to a wandering minstrel
whose songs become a form of resistance and a narrative of hope and perseverance. These
songs challenge the hegemonic structures of the Brahminical society, symbolized by the

proverb “If there is an ooru, won’t there be a palle?” (a village and its outlying area), and

assert a Dalit idiom through which history is retold and reclaimed.

Rao’s narrative weaves a compelling story of survival against systemic injustice, highlighting

the persistent significance of caste over art and literature in Indian society. Through his

exploration, Kalyan Rao interrogates why caste continues to overshadow more universal

themes of human experience, such as artistic and literary merit. The book concludes on a note

of unresolved struggle and continuous resistance, embodying the ethos that the fight for
justice and equality for Dalits is ongoing and ever-evolving. Through the metaphor of the

yellana pitta, Kalyan Rao leaves a legacy of resilience and a call to action for future

generations to continue the struggle for a more equitable society.
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Untouchable Spring also gives voice to the generations of Dalits who have endured the
oppressive structures of caste-based discrimination in India, particularly through the lens of
Christianity in Telugu region. This novel explores the unique intersection of caste and
religion, detailing how conversion to Christianity among Dalits has served both as a path to
liberation from Hindu caste hierarchies and yet also as a new site of exclusion and

marginalization within the Christian community itself.

In Telugu region, the history of Christianity among Dalit communities is complex.
Conversion was often seen as a way to escape the stigmatized identity imposed by Hindu
caste structures. Christianity, theoretically, offered a new identity free from caste, where all
individuals are equal before God. This was a powerful allure for Dalits who faced
untouchability and severe discrimination in Hindu society. However, the novel reveals that
the promise of equality within Christianity often went unfulfilled. Dalit converts, while no
longer bound by Hindu caste laws, frequently encountered a new form of discrimination
within the Christian community itself. In many instances, churches would become divided
along caste lines, with separate seating areas for Dalit Christians and non-Dalit Christians,
and even different times for worship services. This segregation within the church starkly

contradicted the Christian teachings of equality and fraternity.

Untouchable Spring also delves into the socio-political dynamics of caste and conversion. It
shows that conversion did not automatically translate to improved social status or economic
opportunities. Dalit Christians often remained economically disadvantaged, continuing to
perform menial jobs that were traditionally assigned to them in the caste hierarchy. The novel

poignantly illustrates how the shadow of caste followed them into Christianity.

Furthermore, the novel touches upon the broader political and social movements in Andhra
Pradesh, where Dalit activism and the Dravidian movement intersected with religious
conversion. These movements often championed the cause of Dalit rights and worked against
Brahminical supremacy, advocating for social justice and equality that was not just
theoretical but practical and tangible. Untouchable Spring serves as a critical narrative that
questions and critiques the role of Christianity in the lives of Telugu Dalits. It exposes the
complexities of caste, conversion, and identity, illustrating that the struggle for Dalit

emancipation is fraught with challenges, even within the realms of religion that promise
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equality and acceptance. The novel is a powerful reminder of the ongoing fight against all

forms of social discrimination and the quest for genuine equality.

Untouchable Springb also serves as a powerful testimony of Dalit cultural memory, capturing
the complex interplay of oppression, resistance, and aspiration that defines the Dalit
experience in India. The novel functions as a vital archive of Dalit life, preserving and
narrating stories that have been systematically marginalized or silenced within mainstream
historical and cultural discourses. The narrative delves deeply into the cultural practices,
social structures, and individual lives of Dalit communities, showcasing how these elements
are shaped by the relentless pressures of caste-based discrimination. By chronicling the
personal and collective struggles of Dalits who seek to break free from the chains of caste
through conversion to Christianity, Kalyan Rao not only highlights the promises of
emancipation but also the replication of caste prejudices within the Christian community,

illustrating the pervasive nature of caste dynamics.

Moreover, Untouchable Spring illuminates the role of memory in shaping Dalit identity and
resistance. The characters in the novel often reflect on their pasts, drawing strength from their
histories of survival and struggle. This act of remembering serves as a form of resistance
against the erasure of Dalit voices and histories, asserting their presence and significance in
the broader narrative of Indian society. The novel also captures the cultural transformations
within Dalit communities as they navigate the tensions between tradition and modernity,
between remaining within a caste-based society or seeking new identities in different socio-
religious contexts. These transformations are depicted as both empowering and painful,

reflecting the complex realities of Dalit emancipation.

Untouchable Spring stands as a poignant testimony to the Dalit cultural and oral history,
serving as a literary embodiment of the struggles, narratives, and aspirations of Dalit
communities in India. Through its exploration of the lives of its characters, the novel provides
a vivid documentation of the oral histories that have been passed down through generations,
often as a means of preserving cultural identity and fostering a sense of community and
resilience among Dalits. The book meticulously records the oral traditions of Dalits,

including folklore, songs, and stories that are not typically captured in mainstream historical
accounts. These elements of oral culture are integral to the novel’s narrative structure and

thematic depth, offering insights into the ways Dalit communities use storytelling as a tool
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for cultural transmission and resistance against caste oppression, so de Ruth and Yellanna.
The stories shared in the novel reflect the collective memory of injustice and resistance,
serving both as a form of protest and as a means of educating and uniting community

members.

Furthermore, Rao’s narrative captures the nuances of Dalit daily life and rituals, which are
imbued with meanings that challenge and subvert the dominant caste narratives. By doing so,
Untouchable Spring asserts the distinctness of Dalit cultural identity, highlighting how these
traditions have evolved in response to the external pressures of a caste-based social order.
The novel also critically engages with the impact of Christianity on Dalit oral traditions.
Conversion is depicted not just as a change of faith but as a transformation of cultural
identity, where traditional Dalit oral histories are juxtaposed against the new narratives
introduced through Christian teachings. This intersection is explored critically to show both

the potential for empowerment and the risk of losing a connection to traditional cultural roots.

Overall, Untouchable Spring functions not only as a literary work but also as a cultural
artifact that preserves and honours the rich oral and cultural history of Dalits. It underscores
the role of oral history in sustaining community cohesion and identity among Dalits, while
also highlighting the transformative power of narrating one’s own history in the face of
systemic exclusion and erasure. Through its vivid storytelling, the novel ensures that the
voices and histories of Dalits are remembered and recognized in the broader discourse on
Indian history and culture.

7.5 Let’s Sum Up

Untouchable Spring by G. Kalyan Rao is a seminal novel that provides an incisive critique of
caste oppression in India, particularly focusing on the Dalits’ engagement with Christianity as
a means of social escape from Hindu caste strictures. The novel vividly depicts the allure of
Christianity, which promises equality and dignity, yet often replicates caste divisions within
its own structures. Through the lives of its characters, the book portrays the complex realities
of Dalit conversions, highlighting both the liberation and the continued marginalization they

face in their new religious communities.

106



7.6 Questions for Self-Assessment

e Untouchable Spring discusses the impact of Christianity on Dalit lives. What are the
promises and limitations of religious conversion portrayed in the novel? How does the
novel illustrate the continuation of caste discrimination within new religious contexts?

e Yellanna and other characters use art and culture as forms of resistance against caste
oppression. Discuss how the novel portrays the role of art (songs, dances) in
sustaining the spirit and identity of the Dalit communities. How does Rao use cultural
elements to challenge the dominant societal narratives?

e The novel covers various forms of Dalit activism, including political movements and
educational efforts. Evaluate the effectiveness of these strategies as depicted in the
novel. How do education and political activism contribute to the characters’ attempts
to transcend their marginalized status?

e How does Rao’s narrative structure, spanning several generations, enhance the
understanding of continuous struggle and resistance of the Dalit community? What
historical events are highlighted, and how do they affect the characters’ lives and
aspirations?

e Through characters like Ruth, Reuben, and others, the novel explores both personal
and communal aspects of struggle. Discuss how individual aspirations and communal
identities are portrayed in the novel. How do personal experiences reflect broader
social and political themes?

7.7 Further Readings

e G Kalyan Rao’s Untouchable Spring (2000)

e Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” (2004)
e Anil Kumar’s Sant Sahitya Mein Dalit Chintan, 2016

e The Exercise of Freedom (2018) by Namdeo Dhasal

e Jyotirao Phule’s Gulamgiri (Slavery) 1873

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936)

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s The Buddha and His Dhamma (1957
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Unit 8 Bandhu Madhav: “The Poisoned Bread”

Structure
8.0 Objective
8.1 Introduction
8.2 Life and Works of Bandhu Madhav
8.3 Bandhu Madhav and Dalit Consciousness
8.4“Poisoned Bread”: Plot Summary
8.5 “Poisoned Bread”: A Dalit Narrative
8.6 Let’s Sum Up
8.7 Questions for Self-Assessment
8.8 Further Readings

8.0 Objective

The objective of incorporating Bandhu Madhav’s story “Poisoned Bread” into postgraduate
courses is to facilitate a deep understanding of the socio-economic injustices and the
pervasive caste discrimination experienced by Dalit communities in India. By critically
engaging with the narrative, students can explore themes of marginalization, resilience, and
the struggle for dignity within the Dalit experience. This story serves as a crucial text for
examining the intersectionality of caste, poverty, and education, thereby enriching students’
appreciation of Dalit literature’s role in advocating for social change and human rights. It
aims to foster critical thinking and empathy, encouraging future scholars to contribute

meaningfully to discussions on social justice and equality.

8.1 Introduction

“Poisoned Bread” by Bandhu Madhav is a poignant narrative that delves deep into the heart
of Dalit life, laying bare the stark realities of caste-based discrimination and systemic
oppression in India. Through the lens of a single, harrowing incident involving a family’s
desperate consumption of discarded, mud-stained bread, Madhav unveils the layers of socio-
economic deprivation and inhumanity that define the existence of Dalits at the bottom of the

caste hierarchy. This story is not just a tale of survival amid dire poverty, but a profound
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commentary on the resilience of the human spirit against the backdrop of societal neglect and
humiliation. “Poisoned Bread” stands as a seminal piece in Dalit literature, encapsulating the
anguish and the silent protest of an entire community forced to navigate the toxic waters of
caste prejudice. It is a testament to the indomitable will to live and the aspiration for dignity
and equality, making it a critical read for anyone seeking to understand the complexities of

caste and its implications on human dignity in India.

8.2 Life and Works of Bandhu Madhav

Bandhu Madhav, a prominent Marathi author, emerged as a pivotal figure in Dalit literature,
particularly noted for his story collection Aamhihi Manasa Aahot (We too are humans), a
collection of short stories, published in 1981. His literary endeavours are deeply intertwined
with the social upheavals and the transformative Ambedkarite movement that sought to uplift

the Dalit community in India.

Born into a milieu marked by stark inequalities and rampant caste-based discrimination,
Madhav’s literary voice was shaped by his first-hand experiences of injustice and
marginalization. His narratives often unfold against the rural backdrops of Sangli and
Kolhapur districts, along the banks of the Krishna river, weaving the vivid tapestry of Dalit
life into his stories. These locales are not mere settings but are integral to understanding the

cultural and social dynamics that inform his characters’ lives and struggles.

Madhav’s literary journey was significantly influenced by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s teachings,
focusing on dignity, rights, and social justice for Dalits. His writing, both in prose and poetry,
vigorously promotes Ambedkarite ideologies, aiming to instil a sense of self-worth and
rebellion against oppressive structures. This is evident in his robust narrative style, which
combines poignant storytelling with a strong didactic purpose—challenging the

dehumanization of Dalits and asserting their humanity.

His stories are a repository of the collective memory and suffering of his community, often
reflecting historical injustices perpetuated through various traditional practices like veth-
bigari, mharki, and baitan-baluta. These narratives are not only accounts of oppression but

are also imbued with resilience and a call to action, resonating deeply with the struggles for
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equality and justice. Through characters like Mahadeva (in “Poisoned Bread”), Madhav
articulates both despair and a fierce determination to break free from the fetters of caste-

based servitude.

Moreover, Madhav’s literary style is characterized by its accessibility and emotional depth.
He avoids ornamental language, focusing instead on a clear and potent delivery that engages
directly with the reader’s conscience. His stories, while grounded in the harsh realities of
Dalit lives, are imbued with a transformative potential—aiming to educate and empower the

reader.

Bandhu Madhav’s contributions extend beyond the boundaries of literature; they serve as a
socio-cultural document of the Dalit experience in post-independence India. His works stand
as a testament to the enduring spirit of a community that, despite centuries of oppression,
continues to strive for recognition and equality. The artistic value of his work, while
occasionally overshadowed by its overt social mission, remains a powerful narrative force
that has shaped Marathi literature and influenced broader social discourses about caste and

discrimination in India.

Bandhu Madhav stands as a pivotal figure whose writings are infused with a potent blend of
activism and poetics, deeply resonating with Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s philosophy of social

justice and empowerment for the downtrodden. His contributions, largely overshadowed by
his premature death, reveal a profound narrative and a fiery passion that mirror the struggles

and aspirations of the Dalit community in Maharashtra.

Bandhu Madhav’s literary journey was as much a product of his environment as it was of his
intrinsic talents. His narratives, characterized by a rustic yet robust use of the Marathi

language, speak directly to the hearts of his readers, reflecting the daily lives and struggles of
the oppressed. His language is devoid of ornamental fluff, opting instead for a directness that

could pierce through the veil of societal ignorance and apathy.

One of his most celebrated stories, “Kadkav Tujha Daph,” provides an illustrative example of
how his literary works complimented the radical socio-political movements led by
Ambedkar. In this narrative and others, Madhav’s characters often embody Ambedkar’s call

to reject subservience and to fight against the systemic injustices imposed upon them.
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Through vivid portrayals of hardship and resistance, Madhav not only entertained but

educated, lighting a fire of activism within the hearts of his readers.

Madhav’s approach to literature was that of a craftsman. His works were meticulously
designed to serve as a voice for the voiceless, a concept he passionately defended against
critiques that labelled his writings as merely propagandistic. Rather than diminishing the
value of his work, these criticisms highlighted his unapologetic commitment to his cause. His
storytelling was a form of activism, aimed at awakening a collective consciousness among

the Dalits and empowering them through tales of resilience and dignity.

Despite his pivotal role in the cultural and intellectual ferment of his time, Bandhu Madhav’s
contributions were not as celebrated in his lifetime as they should have been. Bandhu
Madhav’s literary corpus serves not only as a historical document of the Dalit struggle but
also as a testament to the power of literature as a form of resistance and enlightenment. His
stories and poems, deeply entrenched in the socio-political milieu of his time, continue to
inspire and educate future generations. The recognition of his works as “everlasting
literature” is a testament to their enduring relevance and their profound impact on the Dalit
literary landscape and beyond. His legacy, characterized by a relentless pursuit of truth and
justice through the written word, ensures that his voice will continue to resonate, encouraging

ongoing dialogue and action against social injustices.

8.3 Bandhu Madhav and Dalit Consciousness

Bandhu Madhav’s contribution to Dalit literature is significant for several reasons,
particularly in how his works embody Dalit consciousness. His prolific writing during and
after the Ambedkar-period not only supported the Dalit movement but also enriched Marathi
literature. His stories, including notable works like “The Poisoned Bread,” provide vivid
portrayals of Dalit lives, marked by an authentic representation of their struggles and

resilience.

Dalit consciousness in Bandhu Madhav’s writings is deeply intertwined with Dr. Ambedkar’s
philosophies. His stories offer not just narratives but also critiques of the societal structures
that perpetuated Dalit oppression. His literary output was part of a broader Dalit awakening,
spurred by Ambedkar’s transformative social movements which aimed to uplift Dalits from

centuries of marginalization.
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Madhav’s stories are revolutionary not only in content but also in form. They often
incorporate dialects and expressions specific to the Dalit communities of Maharashtra,
providing a linguistic richness that captures the nuances of Dalit experiences. His works go
beyond mere storytelling; they are acts of reclaiming identity and asserting dignity. The
significance of Madhav’s works also lies in their historical context. Written during a time
when Dalit voices were largely suppressed in mainstream Indian literature, his stories
provided a platform for these voices. His narratives are grounded in the realities of Dalit
lives, reflecting both the hardships and the everyday resilience of these communities.

Moreover, Madhav’s influence extends beyond his lifetime, as his works continue to inspire
new generations of Dalit writers. His stories are not just literary expressions but also serve as
historical documents that offer insights into the socio-political dynamics of his times. The
revival of his works in contemporary times, especially in academic and literary circles,

underscores their enduring relevance and the continued struggle for Dalit rights.

Madhav’s stories begin with the conventional sorrows and sufferings of the Dalit community,
transitioning into a vivid depiction of B.R. Ambedkar’s fight for emancipation which
culminates in a rebellion against the established societal norms. This transition not only
narrates the historical battle for rights but also emphasizes the transformative power of
adopting Ambedkarite philosophy, which Madhav presents as the path toward Dalit
liberation.

His literature, devoid of vulgarity and rich in compassion, channels the intense emotions of
the community—ranging from suffering to the cathartic release of rebellion. By doing so,
Madhav’s works do not merely tell stories; they serve as a vehicle for social change, inspiring
a visceral response in readers and listeners alike. His approach to storytelling, which
resonates with emotional depth and philosophical rigor, appeals to both the heart and mind,

making his literature a formative part of the Dalit literary canon.

Furthermore, Madhav’s avoidance of mere rhetorical flourish and his focus on emotional
intensity over explicit details of suffering underscore his literary style. This not only
amplifies the emotional impact but also sidesteps the risks of sensationalism, focusing instead

on the strength and resilience of the Dalit spirit.

112



In conclusion, Bandhu Madhav’s writings encapsulate Dalit consciousness by merging the
personal with the political, portraying the pains and protests of Dalit lives while
simultaneously celebrating their spirit and survival. His works remain crucial for
understanding the trajectory of Dalit literature and the ongoing fight for equality and justice.
Bandhu Madhav’s writings reflect a nuanced understanding of Dalit consciousness, deeply
rooted in the Ambedkarite movement for social justice and equality. His narratives, often
structured like the traditional Marathi powada (ballad), embody the struggle, resilience, and
transformation of the Dalit community, encapsulating their pain, struggles, and aspirations.

8.4 “The Poisoned Bread”: Plot Summary

“The Poisoned Bread” is a poignant and harrowing narrative set against the backdrop of rural
India, dealing with the deeply entrenched issues of caste discrimination and the quest for
dignity among the marginalized communities. The story unfolds through the recollections of
a protagonist who remembers a particular harvest from twelve years ago, which had a
profound impact on his life and perspective. This detailed summary explores the thematic
elements, character dynamics, and the socio-cultural context depicted in the narrative,
offering insights into its critical implications and contributions to the discourse on caste and

social justice.

The narrative begins with the protagonist reminiscing about the harvest time, a period that
brings back painful memories of an encounter with caste-based discrimination that left an
indelible mark on him. He recalls visiting his grandfather, Yetalya Aja, in Kupad, where they
hoped to earn some grain and perhaps some vegetables by working on the fields. Yetalya Aja,
despite being aware of the systemic humiliations meted out to members of their caste,

approaches Bapu Patil, a local landlord, with humility and hope for some work and charity.

Bapu Patil’s response to Yetalya’s request is laced with sarcasm and contempt, emblematic of
the entrenched caste prejudices that dehumanize and degrade. He mocks Yetalya and his
grandson, challenging the notion of their newfound status as Harijans (a term introduced by
Gandhi meaning ‘children of God’, used in efforts to eradicate the social stigma against the

Dalit community) and their aspirations for equality. The narrative meticulously captures the
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complexities of caste dynamics, highlighting the contradictions and challenges faced by those

at the bottom of the caste hierarchy in asserting their humanity and seeking social mobility.

The protagonist, unlike his grandfather, refuses to accept Patil’s demeaning treatment
silently. His outburst against Patil is a critical moment in the story, signifying a break from
the cycle of oppression and the silent acceptance of one’s ‘assigned’ place in society. His
questioning of the validity and humanity of a religion and social order that sanctions such
discrimination is a powerful indictment of the systemic injustices that the Dalit community

faces.

As the narrative progresses, the protagonist’s defiance and the subsequent repercussions
reveal the precarious nature of their existence, where even a slight assertion of dignity can
lead to severe consequences. Yetalya’s plea to Patil, following the confrontation, is a heart-
wrenching moment that illustrates the deep-rooted fear and helplessness ingrained in the lives

of those who have been historically oppressed.

The turning point in the story comes when, after a day’s hard labor, Yetalya and his grandson
are denied even the meager share of grain they were promised. Instead, Yetalya collects stale,
poisoned bread from the ground — a symbolic representation of the toxic charity and the
dehumanizing conditions imposed upon the Dalits. The consumption of this bread, leading to
Yetalya’s illness and eventual death, serves as a metaphor for the destructive impact of the

caste system on the human spirit and dignity.

Yetalya’s deathbed reflections and the protagonist’s resolve to reject the ‘poisonous bread’ of
caste oppression encapsulate the central theme of the narrative — the quest for dignity,
equality, and the rejection of a dehumanizing social order. The story closes with the
protagonist’s determination to fight against the systemic injustices that led to his
grandfather’s demise, marking a moment of awakening and resistance that challenges the

status quo.

“The Poisoned Bread” is not just a story of individual suffering and resistance; it is a
powerful commentary on the social fabric of India, where caste continues to dictate the lives
and destinies of millions. Through its vivid depiction of the struggles faced by the Dalit

community, the narrative invites readers to reflect on the enduring impact of caste
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discrimination and the urgent need for societal transformation. It underscores the importance
of empathy, solidarity, and collective action in addressing the deep-seated prejudices and

inequalities that fragment human societies.

In conclusion, this narrative serves as a poignant reminder of the resilience of the human
spirit in the face of systemic oppression and the ongoing struggle for dignity and equality. It
calls for a re-examination of the social norms and structures that perpetuate discrimination
and highlights the transformative power of education, awareness, and the courage to speak
out against injustice. The story of “The Poisoned Bread” is a testament to the enduring fight
against the caste system and a tribute to the indomitable will of those who dare to envision a

more just and equitable society.

8.5 “The Poisoned Bread”: A Dalit Narrative

Reflecting on the story “The Poisoned Bread” by Bandhu Madhav from a Dalit perspective
entails delving into a narrative that is not merely a recounting of events but a poignant
reflection on the entrenched caste discrimination and struggle for dignity within the Indian
society. Through the lens of Dalit studies, this story can be analysed for its portrayal of caste-
based atrocities, the quest for social justice, and the resilience of the Dalit community in the

face of systemic oppression.

The tale starts with a nostalgic yet painful recollection of a harvest season, tying the
protagonist’s personal history with the agricultural cycle, which is emblematic of life’s
renewal and sustenance. However, this symbol of renewal is marred by the memory of caste-
based discrimination, illustrating how deeply caste permeates everyday life, tainting even the

most fundamental aspects of existence with its injustices.

The characters of grandpa Yetalya and Bapu Patil serve as embodiments of the oppressed and
the oppressor, respectively. Yetalya’s acceptance of humiliation and his attempt to negotiate a
place within this oppressive structure by asserting his identity as a “begging Mahar”
underscores the internalization of caste hierarchies. This acceptance is juxtaposed with the
fiery spirit of the narrator (Mhadeva), who challenges Patil’s derogatory remarks, showcasing

a generational shift in the response to caste oppression.
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‘Patil, will you kindly tell me what you meant when you accused us of forgetting
religion, abandoning our caste and of polluting the god? And if a religion can’t
tolerate one human being treating another simply as a human being, what’s the use of
such an inhumane religion? And if our mere touch pollutes the gods, why were the
Mahars and Mangs created at all? And who, may | know, who indeed, created them?
And would you please tell me the name of the god whom the Mahars and Mangs can

claim as their own?’

The young narrator’s refusal to accept the status quo and his questioning of religious and
societal norms that perpetuate caste discrimination highlight a radical awakening and a

refusal to be subjugated.

The story also critiques the superficiality of caste reform efforts, as illustrated by Patil’s
sarcastic remarks about Mahars being now termed “Harijans” and purportedly claiming
equality. This reflects Ambedkar’s critique of the Gandhi-led Harijan movement, which
Ambedkar saw as paternalistic and insufficient for the eradication of caste. The narrator’s
confrontation with Patil not only exposes the hollowness of such reforms but also articulates
a radical Dalit consciousness that seeks not mere reform but the dismantling of the caste

system itself.

The incident at the threshing floor and the subsequent events encapsulate the myriad ways
caste violence is perpetuated, from verbal insults to economic exploitation and physical
violence. The denial of a rightful share of the harvest to grandpa Yetalya and the narrator is
symbolic of the economic disenfranchisement faced by Dalits, who are often denied access to
resources and opportunities. The culmination of their day’s labour in collecting poisoned
bread, a metaphor for the toxic legacy of caste, poignantly captures the inhumane conditions

under which Dalits are compelled to survive.

The narrative vividly portrays the extreme poverty and dehumanization faced by Dalit
communities. The act of eating bread that has been thrown to dogs and subsequently cleaned
of mud is a stark depiction of the socio-economic conditions under which Dalits have
historically lived. It highlights not only the material poverty but also the societal disregard for

Dalit lives. However, the family’s initial acceptance and consumption of the bread also
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reflect a form of resilience, a will to survive against all odds, which is a recurrent theme in

Dalit literature.

In analysing “The Poisoned Bread” through a Dalit lens, it’s crucial to understand that the
story is not merely a narrative of victimhood but a testament to the resilience, resistance, and
agency of Dalits. It challenges the reader to reckon with the realities of caste and pushes for a
critical engagement with notions of purity, pollution, and piety that sustain caste hierarchies.
This story, therefore, becomes a vital piece of Dalit literature, contributing to the literature of
protest and articulating a demand for dignity, equality, and justice. Yetalya expresses his
desire before his breathes his last:
‘Mhadeva, don’t weep, my boy. I’'m an old thing now. And being so old, I may stop
breathing any moment. What can | say to you now? | can only say: never depend on
the age-old bread associated with our caste. Get as much education as you can. Take
away this accursed bread from the mouths of the Mahars. This poisonous bread will

finally kill the very humanness of man...’

The grandfather’s last words to the protagonist, emphasizing the importance of education and
urging to move beyond the caste-imposed identities and limitations, are significant. This
highlights a recurring motif in Dalit narratives and movements—the belief in education as a
tool for emancipation and social change. The advice to reject the “poisonous bread” and seek

education underscores the aspiration for a life beyond the confines of caste oppression.

The protagonist’s realization and reflection on the entire predicament of the Mahar caste
during his grandfather’s illness signify an awakening of Dalit consciousness. This moment of
clarity, amidst personal tragedy, symbolizes the broader awakening among Dalits regarding
their societal position and the injustices they endure. Such awakenings are crucial in Dalit

literature, often serving as catalysts for resistance and the assertion of dignity.

And therefore, when it is harvest time with its operations of winnowing and sifting,
and the birds whirl in the sky, my heart bleeds like a wounded bird as I recall the

bygone harvest, twelve years old now...

The ending part of “The Poisoned Bread” by Bandhu Madhav, where the family consumes

cleaned, mud-stained bread mixed with food, leading to the grandfather’s severe illness and
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eventual death, can be analysed from multiple Dalit perspectives. This tragic conclusion not
only serves as a poignant narrative climax but also encapsulates several themes central to

Dalit literature and the Dalit experience in India.

The story underscores the pervasive nature of caste discrimination that extends even to the
basic human necessity of food. The very title, “The Poisoned Bread,” metaphorically
suggests that the oppression and humiliation ingrained in the caste system have poisoned the
lives of Dalits. The act of giving lower-quality, contaminated food to Dalits is emblematic of
the systemic degradation they face. This discrimination is not just economic but deeply

symbolic, reflecting and reinforcing the hierarchical ordering of caste.

While the story is a personal family tragedy, it is also a reflection of the collective struggle of
Dalits for dignity, equality, and rights. The communal aspect of suffering and the shared
aspiration for a better life are central to Dalit literature, often serving to unite individuals in
their fight against the caste system. The grandfather’s death, a direct consequence of the
caste-based discrimination and poverty, serves as a poignant reminder of the costs of this

struggle but also as a call to action.

“The Poisoned Bread” by Bandhu Madhav, through its tragic narrative, encapsulates the
multifaceted dimensions of Dalit suffering, resilience, and aspiration for change. It serves as a
powerful critique of the caste system and a call for solidarity and action towards a more
equitable society. The story, while deeply rooted in the specificities of the Dalit experience,
also speaks to universal themes of human dignity, resistance, and the transformative power of

consciousness and education.

8.6 Let’s Sum Up

The narrative of “Poisoned Bread” by Bandhu Madhav, explored through a Dalit lens,
captures the grave realities of caste discrimination and its dehumanizing effects on Dalit
communities. This story, rooted in the tragic consumption of contaminated bread by a Dalit
family, not only highlights their extreme poverty and societal marginalization but also
showcases their resilience and the awakening of Dalit consciousness. It emphasizes education

as a means of emancipation and reflects on the collective struggle of Dalits for dignity and
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rights. This piece of Dalit literature serves as a powerful critique of the caste system, urging
solidarity and action towards societal equity. Through the personal tragedy of a family,
Madhav articulates a broader narrative of resistance, aspiration, and the human quest for
dignity, positioning “Poisoned Bread” as a vital exploration of the intersections of caste,

oppression, and the indomitable human spirit.

8.7 Questions for Self-Assessment

e How does “The Poisoned Bread” by Bandhu Madhav reflect the systemic issues of
caste discrimination and economic deprivation faced by Dalit communities in India?
Provide examples from the story to illustrate your points.

e What does the poisoned bread symbolize in the story, and how does it relate to the
broader themes of social injustice and resilience? Discuss how food is used as a
metaphor for caste oppression.

e Examine the character of the grandfather in “Poisoned Bread.” How does his
experience and response to the poisoned bread reflect the generational impact of caste
discrimination on Dalit families?

e Discuss the narrative techniques Bandhu Madhav employs to convey the struggles of
the Dalit characters in “Poisoned Bread.” How do these techniques enhance the
story’s impact on the reader and contribute to the broader genre of Dalit literature?

e Reflecting on the story’s conclusion and the grandfather’s advice to the protagonist,
what can “Poisoned Bread” teach us about the paths towards Dalit empowerment and
the role of education in challenging caste-based inequalities? How does the story

inspire a call to action against social injustices?

8.8 Further Readings

Arun Kamble, Sirus J Libeiro (translator) “‘Nobel Prize’—Arun Kamble’s introduction to
Bandhu Madhav’s ‘Aamhihi Manasa Aahot’” (2020)
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(https://thesatyashodhak.com/nobel-prize-arun-kambles-introduction-to-bandhu-madhavs-

aamhihi-manasa-aahot/)

J G Mane, Sirus J Libeiro (translator) “Bandhu Madhav: The Primogenitor of
DalitLiterature” (2021)

(https://thesatyashodhak.com/bandhu-madhav-the-primogenitor-of-dalit-literature/)

Arjun Dangle’s Poisoned Bread
Bandhu Madhav’s “Poisoned Bread” published in Arjun Dangle’s Poisoned Bread
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Unit 9 “Survival” by Shyamal Kumar Pramanik

Structure
9.0 Objective
9.1 Introduction
9.2 Life and Works of Shyamal Kumar Pramanik
9.3 Shyamal Kumar Pramanik and Bangla Dalit Literature
9.4 “Survival”: Plot Overview
9.5 “Survival”: Critical Overview
9.6 Let’s Sum Up
9.7 Questions for Self-Assessment
9.8 Further Readings

9.0 Objective

The objective of reading “Survival” by Shyamal Kumar Pramanik in postgraduate courses is
to provide students with a deep understanding of caste dynamics and the lived experiences of
marginalized communities, particularly Dalits in Bangla society. The story serves as a lens
through which students can examine themes of systemic oppression, resilience, and
resistance. It encourages critical thinking about social justice, human rights, and the role of
literature in advocating for societal change. By analysing the metaphorical and literal
challenges faced by the protagonist, students can engage with complex socio-political issues,
fostering a nuanced appreciation of diversity and the mechanisms of exclusion and inclusion

in society.

9.1 Introduction

“Survival” is a compelling narrative that captures the harrowing yet resilient journey of
Nirapad, a Dalit buffalo herder, as he navigates the treacherous waters of the Rupnarayan
River. Set against the backdrop of India’s deeply entrenched caste system, the story uses the
metaphor of a river journey to explore the broader themes of marginalization, resistance, and
the fight for dignity faced by the Dalit community. Through Nirapad’s solitary and perilous
journey, the story vividly portrays the struggles of Dalits who are forced to contend with both
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the physical dangers of their environments and the oppressive social structures that seek to
deny them their basic human rights. “Survival” not only reflects the physical endurance
required to navigate hostile waters but also symbolizes the everyday acts of survival that
Dalits must perform to assert their existence and identity in a society that often renders them

invisible.

9.2 Life and Works of Shyamal Kumar Pramanik

Shyamal Kumar Pramanik, a prominent Bangla Dalit writer, occupies a significant position
within the Dalit literary movement in Bengal. His works are lauded for their insightful
depiction of the marginalised communities, particularly those inhabiting the Sundarbans, the
world’s largest mangrove forest and a region noted for its ecological sensitivity. The
Sundarbans, which straddle the delta of the Ganges, Brahmaputra, and Meghna rivers on the
Bay of Bengal, present a unique socio-economic and environmental context that Pramanik

deftly explores in his narratives.

Pramanik’s literary engagement is not just an artistic endeavour but a form of socio-political
activism, aiming to foreground the narratives of Dalit communities, who are often side-lined
in mainstream discourse. His stories are steeped in the stark realities of Dalit lives, marked by
a persistent struggle against caste-based discrimination and economic deprivation. The locale
of the Sundarbans provides a poignant backdrop to these tales, highlighting the dual
challenges of environmental adversities and social marginalization faced by its inhabitants.

Drawing from his personal experiences, Pramanik’s narratives are imbued with a rich
tapestry of details that bring to life the struggles of his characters. The vividness of his
descriptions serves not only to evoke empathy but also to challenge the reader’s
understanding of caste and societal structures. His stories often delve into the daily lives of
these communities, revealing how caste intersects with other social issues, including poverty,

access to resources, and the fight for dignity.

In exploring the lives of the downtrodden in the Sundarbans, Pramanik also touches on
broader themes relevant to human rights and environmental justice. His work suggests a
critique of the socioeconomic systems that perpetuate inequality, and he underscores the

resilience of the human spirit in the face of such adversity. This aspect of his writing aligns
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with the broader objectives of the Dalit literary movement, which seeks not only to articulate
the pain of oppression but also to assert the agency of Dalit communities in shaping their

destinies.

Shyamal Kumar Pramanik’s work fundamentally explores themes of caste and
marginalization. His journey as a first-generation literate, culminating in obtaining a Master’s
degree in History, uniquely positions him within the literary field, bringing a perspective that
blends academic rigor with lived experiences. His career at the Reserve Bank of India likely
provided him with structural insights into the socio-economic dimensions of marginality,

which is reflected in his literary endeavours.

Pramanik’s literary oeuvre encompasses a broad array of genres, including short stories,
novels, and poetry, indicating a versatile and prolific literary presence. His consistent focus
on caste issues within his narratives is particularly significant in the context of Dalit
literature, which seeks to challenge and subvert the traditional hierarchies and narratives
dominated by upper-caste perspectives. By placing Dalit lives and stories at the centre of his
work, Pramanik contributes to the broader Dalit literary movement that aims to reclaim
narrative space and assert Dalit identity. His involvement in founding the Bangla Dalit
Sahitya Sanstha and its publishing arm, Chaturtha Duniya, underscores his commitment to
institutionalizing Dalit voices in the literary landscape of West Bengal. These platforms not
only serve to publish and promote Dalit literature but also function as spaces for advocacy

and community building.

Analysing his specific works, such as the short story collections and novels, reveals an
evolution of themes from personal narratives to broader socio-cultural critiques. For instance,
Rupnarayaner Majhi (1982) and subsequent collections like Shambuk O Anyanya Galpo
(2021) reflect a trajectory of increasing complexity and depth in tackling issues of caste and
social exclusion. His novels, such as Basat Hariye Jay (2005) and Baikunthapurer Katha
(2017), potentially offer more extended narratives that explore the impacts of caste over
longer spans and broader contexts. Pramanik’s poetry collections, with titles like Roudra
Jhorechhe (1992) and Kobe Abar Gaibo Swadhinatar Gaan (2021), suggests a rhythmic
exploration of resistance and resilience, expressing both despair and hope within the Dalit
struggle. The titles themselves evoke a sense of emotional and elemental struggle against
oppression, suggesting that his poetic works are both a reflection on personal and collective
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pain and a call to action. His scholarly contributions, such as Poundradesh O Jatir Itihas
(1998) and Paschimbanger Tapashili Jati O Adivasi (2017), indicate a serious engagement
with historical and socio-anthropological studies, adding a layer of academic depth to his
literary narratives. This blend of creative and research-based writing not only enriches his
narratives but also provides a critical framework for understanding the historical dimensions

of caste and marginality in Bengal.

9.3 Shyamal Kumar Pramanik and Bangla Dalit Literature

Shyamal Kumar Pramanik emerges as a significant voice in the panorama of Bengali Dalit
literature, engaging with the lives and struggles of marginalized communities in West Bengal.
His narratives offer a profound insight into the socioeconomic challenges and cultural
entanglements faced by those at the lowest echelons of society. By focusing on Dalit
characters and their interactions with their environments, Pramanik not only brings to light
their daily battles against systemic and social oppression but also highlights their indomitable

spirit and survival strategies.

Pramanik’s work utilizes a wide array of settings and characters to underscore the diversity
and complexity of Dalit lives. The vivid depiction of poor villagers who harvest honey in the
perilous Sundarbans is not merely an occupation but a metaphorical representation of their
existence, navigating the dangers imposed both by nature and societal structures. The image
of these villagers, endangered by tigers, mirrors the constant threats they face from the
dominant societal forces, underscoring a life of perpetual risk and marginality. Similarly, his
‘low-caste’ characters engaging with dead cattle at carrion depots provide a stark
commentary on the occupational hazards that are intertwined with caste-based discrimination.
These characters, by engaging in an occupation deemed impure and unacceptable by “upper-
caste’ Hindus, highlight the rigid caste hierarchies that continue to dictate the economic
opportunities available to Dalits. This aspect of Pramanik’s writing not only portrays the
harsh realities of caste oppression but also the resilience and agency of these communities in

their efforts to survive.

The motif of ‘untouchables’ masquerading as Brahmin beggars outside temples is particularly

poignant. This narrative strategy exposes the hypocrisy and ironies within the caste system,
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where the pretence of caste identity can dramatically alter one’s fortune. This progression
from penury to prosperity, facilitated by the deception about one’s caste, offers a critique of
the religious and social structures that valorise birth over merit or need. Furthermore, the
description of villagers who illegally mine coal in abandoned shafts illustrates another layer
of economic desperation and exploitation. The risks of cave-ins and the threat from the coal
mafia encapsulate the perilous conditions under which the marginalized are forced to work.
This not only reflects on the socioeconomic desperation but also on the broader issues of
environmental degradation and the lack of safer, legal employment opportunities for the poor.

Pramanik’s literary canvas is a compelling portrayal of the multiplicity of Dalit experiences.
His stories are imbued with a realism that brings to the forefront the nuanced struggles and
the complex social dynamics within which these communities operate. His contribution to
Bengali literature and Dalit discourse is invaluable, offering both a mirror to the injustices
endured by these communities and a window into their capacity for resilience and
transformation. Through his depiction of these layered and vivid narratives, Shyamal Kumar
Pramanik not only enriches Bengali literature but also contributes significantly to the

discourse on caste, identity, and survival.

Shyamal Kumar Pramanik utilizes his literary prowess to confront and critique social
inequalities prevalent in West Bengal, a region often misconceived as being devoid of caste-
based discrimination. His narratives, deeply rooted in personal and collective experiences of
marginalization, challenge this erroneous perception by vividly portraying the lives of
protagonists who grapple with societal structures that are steeped in class, caste, and gender
oppression. In the landscape of Bangla Dalit writing, Pramanik’s contributions are significant
for their introspective depth and socio-political relevance. His works do not merely recount
tales of suffering; rather, they dissect the complex mechanisms of oppression that persist
under the guise of normalcy in West Bengal. This focus is pivotal because it not only
broadens the discourse around caste in regions purportedly free of such biases but also

enriches the Dalit narrative beyond the typical locales of Dalit literature within India.

Pramanik’s fiction often centres on underprivileged characters who face relentless challenges
either from the harshness of their natural environments or from socio-economic hierarchies
enforced by those in power. These protagonists are depicted as battling against formidable
odds, which are exacerbated by the entrenched systems of oppression that favour the affluent
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and the upper castes. Through his storytelling, Pramanik vividly brings to life the struggles of
these individuals, making his work a crucial lens through which the intersections of caste,
class, and gender oppression are examined and understood. Moreover, Pramanik’s literary
style and thematic concerns contribute to a broader cultural and political agenda set by
Bangla Dalit writers. They collectively endeavour to highlight and critique the pervasive, yet
often overlooked, caste discrimination in West Bengal, thereby positioning their literary
works as both cultural artifacts and instruments of social critique. This dual function of
literature is essential in mobilizing public opinion and fostering greater awareness about the

realities of caste oppression in contemporary Indian society.

Thus, Pramanik’s oeuvre serves as a vital document for understanding the nuanced dynamics
of oppression in West Bengal. His focus on the marginalized and his nuanced exploration of
their lives not only enrich the Dalit literary canon but also challenge the broader societal
narratives that seek to downplay or deny the existence of caste discrimination in certain parts
of India. His narratives urge a re-evaluation of these assumptions, highlighting the need for a
continued and critical examination of caste as a pervasive and persistent vector of

discrimination.

Bangla Dalit literature, a segment of Indian literary expression, has gained prominence in
recent decades, although it remains under-recognized compared to Dalit literary traditions in
other Indian languages like Tamil, Marathi, and Hindi. The term “Dalit,” denoting groups
historically marginalized and oppressed within India’s rigid caste system, has been more
commonly associated with literatures in these languages, as they have a longer tradition and
broader acceptance of Dalit narratives. Notably, prominent Dalit writers in other languages—
such as Bama in Tamil, Namdeo Dhasal in Marathi, and Omprakash Valmiki in Hindi—have
not only contributed significantly to the literary landscape but have also helped in gaining
legitimacy for Dalit literature as a crucial and distinct genre. In contrast, Bangla Dalit
literature appears to be a relatively nascent field, and the designation of “Dalit” within the
Bengali literary context is not universally accepted. Several contemporary Bangla Dalit
writers like Manoranjan Byapari, Manohar Mouli Biswas, and others are beginning to make
their presence felt. Yet, critical and academic acknowledgment remains scant. This lack of
recognition is highlighted by references to works like Translating Caste by Tapan Basu
which, despite its breadth, omits Bangla Dalit writers in favour of more mainstream figures
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such as Mahasweta Devi, who, while a stalwart in highlighting subaltern issues, does not

specifically represent Dalit issues in her writings.

Shyamal Kumar Pramanik, as a Bangla Dalit writer, is part of this emerging cadre of authors
striving to articulate the experiences and injustices pertinent to the Dalit communities in West
Bengal and Bangladesh. His works contribute to the small but growing body of Bangla Dalit
literature by providing a voice to the marginalized and offering new narratives that challenge
established caste hierarchies. His literary contributions are significant in that they expand the
geographic and cultural scope of Dalit literature, introducing the unique perspectives of
Bengali Dalits to a broader audience. Pramanik, like his contemporaries, navigates the dual
challenges of asserting identity and gaining literary legitimacy within the broader Bengali
literary discourse and the pan-Indian Dalit literary movement. His works, alongside those of
his peers, thus not only represent literary outputs but are also acts of social and political
assertion, seeking acknowledgment and rights for Dalit communities through the power of

narrative.

9.4 “Survival”: Plot Overview

In the short story “Survival” set in Rampur village, we are introduced to a village community
primarily inhabited by the Bagdi and Bauri (Dalit) people, though they don’t own much of
the land. This land is primarily held by a few upper-caste Bamun and Kayet families,
indicating a clear divide in social and economic status within the village. The main character,
Nirapad Mandal, is depicted in a tense situation where he is engaged in the risky and illegal
act of smuggling buffaloes to sustain his livelihood. This act of smuggling is both thrilling
and dangerous, underscoring his desperate struggle for survival in a community where his

socio-economic options are severely limited.

Nirapad is shown sitting under a banyan tree, observing nature and the environment around
him. Despite the peaceful setting, his life is far from calm, highlighted by his financial
struggles and concerns about providing basic necessities for his family, including arranging a
marriage for his daughter which he can scarcely afford. The story also touches on the themes
of social injustice and historical disenfranchisement faced by the Bagdi and Bauri

communities, as there is mention of constructing an alternative, more glorious history for
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these marginalized groups. This reimagining serves as a form of cultural reclamation and
resistance against their current maligned status. In essence, “Survival” portrays the harsh
realities of life for lower-caste communities in rural India, their daily struggles for basic

necessities, and their efforts to reclaim dignity and identity in the face of enduring social

inequities.

The story describes the historical context of Nirapad Mandal’s ancestor, Bidhubhusan, during
a period before British rule when Nawabs governed the land. Brahmins, known as Bamuns,
were not given significant importance by the Muslim landlords, contrasting with the respect
shown to the lower-caste Bauris and Bagdis, who were considered embodiments of strength
and fearlessness. These groups were valued for their contributions as soldiers in the Nawab’s
army, earning land grants for their service, especially during conflicts like the Maratha
invasion. Fast forward to the time of Nirapad Mandal, who reflects on the changes over the
years, including the arrival of the British, the independence of India, and the subsequent
governance by upper-caste Hindus. Despite his family’s historical contributions, Nirapad,
now landless and impoverished, struggles with the socioeconomic barriers that prevent access
to education for his children, highlighting the systemic issues that still plague lower-caste
communities. He faces exploitation by a local moneylender, who uses deceitful practices to
acquire land from the uneducated villagers. As Nirapad contemplates his circumstances, he
faces new challenges and opportunities that reflect the ongoing struggle for survival and

dignity amid societal and historical changes.

Nirapad was overwhelmed by the amount of two hundred rupees, if he successfully transports
ten buffalos. He hadn’t earned anything in the last month and there was no food at home. His
wife, Tinni, had managed to get some rice by helping Ghoshal babu’s wife, but it wasn’t
enough to last long. Faced with dire need, Nirapad agreed to take on a risky task for the
money. Thinking back, Nirapad recalled a similar situation from his youth when he was just
fourteen. His father, Tarini Mandal, had taken him along to transport buffaloes across the
river for Farid Mian, teaching him that this was the start of his struggle for survival. The
journey was dangerous, especially at night. The path through the paddy fields became muddy
and slippery in the rainy season, and there was always the risk of encountering poisonous
snakes or even thieves. Once, while transporting the buffaloes, his father had a tense
encounter with a gang of robbers led by Chinu Mian. Initially, Chinu Mian didn’t recognize
Tarini in the dark, but upon realizing who he was, he refrained from robbing him out of
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respect, admitting the tough choices he had made due to his circumstances. Tarini, known for
his strength and formerly part of a lathiyal army, managed to continue on his way without

incident, holding firm to his principles of justice and fairness.

In simpler terms, there was once a dispute between the Choudhuris, a prominent family, and
Raju Das, an ordinary farmer, over a plot of land near a large embankment. This land,
measuring two bighas, was originally government-owned and unused. Raju Das’ father,
Harihar Das, had cleared and cultivated this previously fallow land, turning it into valuable
farmland. Despite their interest in the land, the Choudhuris did not challenge Harihar during
his lifetime. However, after Harihar and the elder Choudhuri, Raghunath, had passed away,
Raghunath’s son, Ranajit Choudhuri, claimed the land as part of their family’s zamindari
(land ownership). This move was opposed by Tarini Mandal, another farmer, who recognized
the efforts and rights of Raju Das and his family to the land, arguing that they had cultivated

it for generations and it legally belonged to them.

Support for Tarini’s position came from Chinu Mian, another community member, leading
Ranajit Choudhuri to eventually drop his claim. Years later, as India gained independence,
Tarini and Chinu had grown old and pursued different paths to survive, reflecting the

enduring challenges and the changing times of rural India.

Eventually, It was the first part of the morning, and it was the time when the tide was going
out to transport the buffalos. Nirapad was floating in the yellow waters of the Rupnarayan
River with his group of buffaloes. He held onto one of the buffalo’s tails to stay afloat, and
the rest of the buffaloes followed him, also floating in the water. By the third part of the
night, Nirapad reached the place where the Rupnarayan River meets the Ganga River. This
spot is a wide stretch of water where the two rivers merge. The area is known for strong,
unpredictable currents that can be dangerous. As he swam diagonally across the river,
Nirapad spotted a boat in the distance heading towards him. He worried it might be a pirate
ship, which could mean danger for him and his buffaloes. If it were pirates, they might kill
him and steal his animals. Alone in the middle of the river late at night, no one would know if
something happened to him. Remembering advice from his father, Tarini, Nirapad headed for
a nearby whirlpool—an eddy—knowing pirates would likely avoid it for fear of damaging

their ship. He continued holding tightly to the buffalo’s tail, using its swimming skills to
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navigate the waters. However, the boat followed him, and the buffaloes were caught in the
whirlpool, spiraling away with Nirapad. It seemed the pirates were waiting for the right

moment to attack. In this attempt he also fights a crocodile in the river to save his life.

Nirapad knew there were many such whirlpools in the area, making it perilous. But staying
away from these whirlpools wasn’t safer either, as it felt like danger was everywhere.
Eventually, he felt himself being pulled down into the river, losing all his strength. As the
third part of the night was ending and dawn was breaking, fishing boats began to appear on
the Ganga, spreading their nets to catch fish. The pirate ship was no longer in sight. Nirapad
swam as fast as he could, leading the buffaloes to their destination. After some time, he

managed to cross the river and could see the Mahishmari market in the distance.

Upon crossing the river, Nirapad guided the buffaloes towards the market where he saw his
contact, Haru Sardar, waiting. After handing over the buffaloes, Nirapad planned to return
home by ferry and then on foot to collect a payment of 200 rupees from Ratan Ghosh, which
he would give to his wife, Tinni. He looked forward to seeing his family and enjoying a

simple meal of rice with them, relishing the time together after a long and dangerous night.

9.5 “Survival”: Critical Overview

“Survival” is a poignant narrative that explores the intricate dynamics of caste,
marginalization, and resilience within the Dalit community in West Bengal. This story
provides a vivid portrayal of the struggles and systemic challenges faced by Dalits, offering a
critical lens on their attempts to navigate a society structured by deep-rooted caste
hierarchies. Through the journey of its protagonist, Nirapad, the story delves into themes of

survival, identity, resistance, and the quest for dignity amid oppression.

The story is set against the backdrop of the caste-based social order that dictates the socio-
economic roles assigned to individuals from birth. Nirapad, a Dalit, and his interaction with
the natural and social environment reflect the entrenched caste prejudices that govern the
lives of millions. His occupation—herding buffaloes—typifies the menial jobs often
relegated to Dalits, deemed ritually impure by upper-caste norms. The title itself, “Survival,”

suggests a fundamental theme of the narrative. Survival for Nirapad is not merely physical
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but also a relentless struggle against the dehumanizing caste structure. His journey through
the river, metaphorically and literally, represents the broader Dalit fight for survival against
the currents of societal disdain and oppression. His decision to maneuver toward the
whirlpools to avoid pirates underscores a strategic resistance, a motif often found in Dalit
narratives where the oppressed must constantly negotiate spaces of danger to assert their right

to life.

The dualistic portrayal of the river as both a sanctuary and a peril encapsulates the precarious
nature of Dalit existence. While the river allows Nirapad a degree of freedom from land-
bound caste restrictions, it also represents a realm of unpredictability and danger. This
ambiguity extends to the portrayal of nature in Dalit literature, often seen as a site of both
exploitation and escape. Nirapad’s solitary journey in the dead of night highlights his social
alienation and the solitary nature of his struggle. His fears of being attacked by pirates
symbolize the constant threat of violence that Dalits face from dominant caste groups, often
manifesting as physical, social, and economic aggression. Moreover, his reflection on the
possibility of death without witness touches on the invisibility of Dalit suffering in the

broader social conscience.

The mention of buffaloes following Nirapad hints at a silent camaraderie among the
marginalized—both human and animal. This solidarity is pivotal in Dalit discourse,
emphasizing collective endurance and mutual support as mechanisms of coping and
resistance. The narrative subtly critiques the lack of broader societal solidarity through its
emphasis on Nirapad’s isolation. The story is steeped in the consciousness of historical
injustice, with Nirapad’s strategies for survival passed down from his father. This
intergenerational transfer of knowledge and survival tactics underscores the historical depth
of caste oppression and the legacy of resistance within Dalit communities. Ultimately,
Nirapad’s struggle is not just for physical survival but for dignity in a society that
consistently seeks to dehumanize him. His determination to reach his destination and fulfil
his economic role effectively—despite the existential threats—illustrates a broader Dalit

quest for respect and human dignity.

“Survival” is a compelling narrative that encapsulates the essence of Dalit life under the
shadow of caste. Through the character of Nirapad, the story portrays the everyday acts of
resistance that constitute Dalit survival strategies. It challenges the reader to reflect on the
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oppressive structures that necessitate such a fight for existence and recognizes the profound
human spirit that persists in the face of such adversity. The story is a testament to the
resilience of the Dalit community, offering both a critique of oppressive social orders and a
narrative of resistance and hope. It contributes to Dalit literature not merely as a depiction of
sorrow and suffering but as a celebration of the strength, agency, and indomitable will of

those who have been marginalized.

The metaphor of “survival” in the narrative not only captures the essence of the protagonist’s
physical journey through turbulent waters but also symbolically represents the broader
existential struggles faced by the Dalit community in Bangla society in India. In a society
stratified by rigid caste hierarchies, the act of surviving transcends the mere biological
continuance of life for Dalits—it encapsulates a daily resistance against an oppressive social

order that seeks to marginalize and dehumanize them.

In the story, “survival” manifests through the protagonist’s journey on the Rupnarayan River,
where he faces both literal and metaphorical currents. The river, with its treacherous waters,
serves as a powerful metaphor for the socio-political landscape navigated by Dalits. Just as
the river’s currents threaten to engulf Nirapad, societal currents—comprised of
discrimination, exclusion, and violence—continually threaten to subsume Dalit identities and
lives. Survival, therefore, is depicted not merely as a physical act but as an ongoing struggle
against the erasure of identity and dignity. It requires vigilance, adaptability, and resilience—
qualities that Nirapad displays as he clings to the buffalo tail, navigating through the dangers
of the river at night. His journey is solitary and fraught with peril, reflecting the isolation felt
by many Dalits who find themselves battling societal prejudices often without the support of

larger community networks.

In Bangla society, as in many parts of India, Dalits have historically been relegated to the
peripheries of social and economic life. Engaged in professions deemed “impure” by upper-
caste standards, Dalits like Nirapad—who herds buffaloes—are often invisible in the
narratives of mainstream society except in contexts that underscore their subjugation or
marginality. The metaphor of survival in this context underscores the daily negotiations
Dalits must undertake to carve out spaces for existence and resist the stigmatization attached
to their identities. Survival for Dalits in Bangla society also involves a cultural dimension.
West Bengal, despite its history of progressive political movements, is not immune to the
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scourges of caste. The persistence of caste in the socio-cultural fabric, even in regions with a
strong history of anti-caste intellectualism, means that Dalits must continuously fight for
recognition, equality, and justice. This battle often involves reclaiming narratives and

histories that have been systematically suppressed or altered by dominant caste groups.

The river in the story is a complex symbol. On one hand, it represents danger and the
constant threat of annihilation; on the other, it is a space of possibility and a pathway to
navigate towards a semblance of freedom. This duality mirrors the life of Dalits in Bangla
society—their environment is full of potential hazards, yet it also holds the potential for
liberation and change. The act of navigating this space requires an acute awareness of the
risks and a readiness to seize opportunities for resistance and transformation. Moreover,
survival for Nirapad and, by extension, for Dalits, is not passive. It is an act of resistance—an
assertion of the right to life and dignity in the face of systemic efforts to deny these rights.
Each decision Nirapad makes on the river, from clinging to the buffalo to strategically
moving towards the whirlpools to evade the pirates, and killing the crocodile, is an act of
agency. Similarly, Dalit survival in society is replete with everyday acts of resistance, from
asserting rights to public spaces to participating in political processes and pushing for policy

changes.

In conclusion, the metaphor of “survive” interlinked with the title of the story brilliantly
encapsulates the multifaceted struggle of Dalits in Bangla society. It is about maintaining
physical safety in a world that is inherently dangerous due to the treachery of both nature and
man. But more profoundly, it is about asserting one’s humanity against a backdrop of
dehumanization. The river, with its dual promise of peril and possibility, serves as a perfect
metaphor for the Dalit condition—navigating the treacherous waters of societal

discrimination, armed with the hope of reaching a safer, more equitable shore.
Thus, “Survival” transcends its narrative to become a poignant commentary on the resilience

of the Dalit spirit, making a profound statement about the power of endurance and the

relentless quest for dignity and justice in the face of overwhelming odds.
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9.6 Let’s Sum Up

The story “Survival” poignantly embodies the existential struggles of Dalits in a caste-
stratified society, using the metaphor of navigating treacherous river currents to depict the
broader challenges faced by the community. Nirapad’s journey on the Rupnarayan River,
fraught with physical and metaphorical dangers, symbolizes the daily reality of survival
against systemic oppression and marginalization. The river serves as a dual symbol of peril
and potential, mirroring the hostile yet hopeful landscape Dalits navigate in seeking dignity
and equality. Nirapad’s actions—clinging to a buffalo tail, evading pirates, and strategically
using whirlpools—reflect the agency and resilience required for Dalits to claim their right to
life and identity amidst societal currents that aim to subsume them. The story extends beyond
a mere tale of survival to a powerful narrative of resistance, emphasizing the ongoing fight

for justice and human dignity within the Dalit community.

9.7 Questions for Self- Assessment

e How does the journey of Nirapad through the Rupnarayan River reflect the broader
social challenges faced by the Dalit community in India? Consider the metaphors used
and their implications.

e Analyze Nirapad’s character traits that enable him to survive both the physical
dangers of the river and the oppressive caste structure. How do these traits reflect the
everyday resilience required by Dalits?

e Discuss the significance of Nirapad holding onto a buffalo's tail during his river
journey. What does this symbolize in terms of his societal position and his struggle?

e Compare the solitude and challenges faced by Nirapad with the general experience of
marginalization among Dalits. How does his solitary journey mirror the social
isolation or collective struggle of the Dalit community?

e Reflect on the portrayal of the environment both as a threat and a means of escape in
“Survival”. How does this dual nature of the environment relate to the socio-political

landscape that Dalits navigate?
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9.8 Further Readings

e Sayantan Dasgupta’s Selected Writings of Shyamal Kumar Pramanik: Dalit Literature
from Bangla (2023)

e Tapan Basu’s Translating Caste (2002)

e Sharankumar Limbale’s “Towards an Aesthetic of Dalit Literature” (2004)

e Anil Kumar’s Sant Sahitya Mein Dalit Chintan, 2016

e The Exercise of Freedom (2018) by Namdeo Dhasal

e Jyotirao Phule’s Gulamgiri (Slavery) 1873

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s Annihilation of Caste (1936)

e Dr. B. R. Ambedkar’s The Buddha and His Dhamma (1957)
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Unit 10 Namdeo Dhasal’s “Hunger”

Structure
10.0 Objective
10.1 Introduction
10.2 Namdeo Dhasal: His life
10.3 Namdeo Dhasal and Dalit Panthers Movement
10.4 Namdeo Dhasal: His Literary Career
10.5 “Hunger”: Text and Analysis
10.6 “Hunger”: Themes, Motifs and Symbols
10.7 Let’s Sum Up
10.8 Questions for Self-Assessment
10.9 Further Readings

10.0 Objective

The objective of reading Namdeo Dhasal and his poem “Hunger” in postgraduate courses is
to analyse the socio-political context and literary techniques employed by Dhasal to highlight
caste oppression and poverty. By examining Dhasal’s radical approach and his vivid, visceral
imagery, students will gain a deeper understanding of Dalit literature’s role in challenging
social injustices. This study will foster critical thinking on issues of caste, identity, and
resistance, and encourage appreciation of Dhasal’s contributions to modern Indian literature

and socio-political discourse.

10.1 Introduction

Namdeo Dhasal, a luminary in Dalit literature, is celebrated for his raw and uncompromising
depiction of the Dalit experience. His poetry, rich with poignant imagery and profound social
critique, challenges the caste-based oppression endemic in Indian society. Dhasal’s work,
including his seminal collection Golpitha, has been instrumental in giving voice to the

marginalized and highlighting the stark realities of poverty and discrimination.
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One of Dhasal’s poignant poems, “Hunger,” exemplifies his powerful style and thematic
concerns. In “Hunger,” Dhasal delves into the relentless, dehumanizing force of poverty. The
poem starkly portrays hunger not merely as a lack of food but as a pervasive, consuming
condition that strips away dignity and hope. Through his vivid and often brutal language,
Dhasal forces readers to confront the visceral realities of deprivation and the socio-economic
inequities that perpetuate it. Reading “Hunger” is an intense experience that compels
reflection on the broader implications of caste and class in India. Dhasal’s ability to
intertwine personal anguish with collective struggle makes his poetry a potent tool for social
awareness and change. His work remains a crucial entry point for understanding the

intersections of literature, activism, and social justice.

10.2 Namdeo Dhasal: His Life

Namdeo Laxman Dhasal (1949-2014) was a distinguished Indian poet, writer, and activist,
best known for his pioneering contributions to Dalit literature and his influential role in the
Dalit Panthers movement. Born on February 15, 1949, in the Golpitha slum of Mumbai,
Dhasal’s early life was marked by the severe socio-economic hardships and systemic
discrimination faced by Dalits, experiences that profoundly shaped his literary and political

career.

Dhasal’s foray into literature began with his debut poetry collection, Golpitha (1972), which
drew from his lived experiences in the slums. His poetry was characterized by its raw,
visceral imagery and unflinching depiction of the brutal realities of caste oppression, poverty,
and marginalization. Golpitha revolutionized Marathi literature, breaking conventional forms
and introducing a radical voice that spoke directly to the plight of the Dalit community. His
other notable works include Moorkh Mhataryane (1986) and Priya Darshini (1976).

In addition to his literary achievements, Dhasal was a formidable political activist. In 1972,
he co-founded the Dalit Panthers, a revolutionary movement inspired by the Black Panther
Party in the United States. The Dalit Panthers aimed to combat caste-based oppression and
mobilize Dalit youth to fight for social justice. As a key leader and the most Marxist-leaning
member of the group, Dhasal played a crucial role in shaping the movement’s radical agenda

and its emphasis on cultural and political resistance.
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Despite its initial success, the Dalit Panthers movement faced internal ideological conflicts,
particularly between Ambedkarite and Marxist principles, leading to factional splits. Dhasal’s
own political journey saw him navigating these complex terrains, including aligning with
Indira Gandhi’s “Garibi Hatao” campaign during the Emergency period (1975-1977), a move

that was controversial and criticized by many within the Dalit community.

Dhasal’s literary and political work earned him numerous accolades, including the prestigious
Padma Shri in 1999, one of India’s highest civilian awards, and the Sahitya Akademi Award
in 2004 for his contributions to Marathi literature. His legacy extends beyond his writings and
political activism; he is remembered as a voice of the oppressed and a catalyst for social

change, whose work continues to inspire generations of writers and activists.

Namdeo Dhasal passed away on January 15, 2014, but his enduring impact on Dalit literature
and the broader fight for social justice in India remains influential. His life and work stand as
a testament to his relentless pursuit of equality and his unwavering commitment to giving a

voice to the voiceless.

10.3Namdeo Dhasal and Dalit Panthers

Namdeo Dhasal, a prominent Dalit poet, played a pivotal role in the formation and activities
of the Dalit Panthers, a revolutionary organization that emerged in response to the rampant
discrimination and violence faced by Dalits in India. The inception of the Dalit Panthers in
1972 can be traced back to a series of incidents and a crucial report that highlighted the
deplorable conditions of Dalits, sparking widespread outrage and mobilization. In 1969, the
Elayaperumal Committee released a report titled “Untouchability: Economic and Educational
Development of Scheduled Castes,” which exposed the dire state of Dalit communities. This
report detailed the systemic neglect and exploitation of Dalits, igniting indignation about the

government’s failure to protect these marginalized communities.
Two particularly egregious incidents further fuelled this anger and catalysed the formation of

the Dalit Panthers. The first incident occurred in Bawda village, located in Indapur taluka of

Pune district in Maharashtra. Here, upper-caste villagers imposed a socio-economic boycott
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on Dalits because a Dalit youth dared to file his candidacy for a position in the Zilla Parishad.
The second incident took place in Brahmangaon, Parabhani district in Maharashtra, where
two Dalit women were paraded naked after attempting to drink water from a well owned by a
caste Hindu. These events highlighted the pervasive and brutal oppression faced by Dalits,

prompting urgent calls for organized resistance.

On May 29, 1972, Namdeo Dhasal, along with J.V. Pawar, conceived the idea of the Dalit
Panthers. This concept was formalized in a meeting on July 9, 1972, and it quickly resonated
with Dalit youth disillusioned by the ineffectiveness of Republican Party of India (RPI)
politics. The atmosphere was charged with discontent, as atrocities against Dalits had become
alarmingly common. For instance, on August 12, 1972, in Erangaon village, Nagpur,
Maharashtra, a Dalit youth named Ramdas Narnavare was brutally murdered by caste Hindus
as a sacrifice to propitiate a goddess to prevent a cholera epidemic. One of the key moments
that galvanized Dalit youth was the publication of Raja Dhale’s piece “Kala Swatantryadin”
(Black Independence Day) in the Marathi weekly Sadhana. Dhale’s writing poignantly
questioned the value of the national flag when the honour of Dalit women was being violated.
This article struck a powerful chord, leading to widespread mobilization among Dalit youth

who sought to challenge and dismantle the structures of caste-based oppression.

The Dalit Panthers rapidly gained momentum, spreading across Mumbai and other regions.
Their agenda was radical and uncompromising, aiming to address not only the immediate
physical atrocities but also the deep-rooted socio-economic inequities perpetuated by the
caste system. Namdeo Dhasal, with his poetic prowess and fiery rhetoric, became a central
figure in this movement, inspiring and leading with a vision of Dalit emancipation that
transcended mere political reforms. Dhasal’s contributions to the Dalit Panthers were
multifaceted. He was instrumental in articulating the grievances and aspirations of Dalits
through his poetry, which vividly depicted the harsh realities of their lives while also
envisioning a future of dignity and justice. His work galvanized the movement, providing it

with a cultural and intellectual foundation that complemented its political activism.

The Dalit Panthers’ manifesto, published in 1973, was largely credited to Dhasal. This
manifesto was revolutionary in its scope and intent, reflecting Dhasal’s leftist leanings and
his experience with the Yuvak Kranti Dal, the youth wing of the Praja Socialist Party.
Dhasal’s manifesto broadened the definition of “Dalit” to encompass all socially, politically,
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and economically exploited sections of society, thus forging a solidarity with various
oppressed groups beyond traditional caste boundaries. This inclusive approach was not
entirely novel, as it echoed the Independent Labour Party (ILP) of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar from
the 1930s, but Dhasal infused it with a distinctly radical and proletarian character.

The manifesto of the Dalit Panthers delineated the friends and foes of the Dalit community
with clarity. Friends were identified as revolutionary parties that fought against class
exploitation and caste oppression, while enemies were named as landlords, capitalists,
moneylenders, and bureaucrats. This clear-cut leftist stance diverged from Ambedkar’s
legacy, despite being framed within the context of his ideology. The Panthers criticized the
leadership of the Republican Party of India (RPI), accusing them of betraying Ambedkar’s
ideals by aligning with the Congress Party. This criticism extended to the communist parties,

which the Panthers condemned for their failure to adequately address Dalit issues.

Namdeo Dhasal’s contribution to the Dalit Panthers was not confined to ideological
formulations. He was actively involved in grassroots activism, leading protests and
organizing the community. The Panthers vehemently opposed the caste system and sought to
mobilize Dalits and other oppressed groups against systemic injustices. Under Dhasal’s
leadership, the Panthers employed militant rhetoric and direct action to challenge the status
quo, which often brought them into conflict with both state authorities and established
political parties. Despite their radical stance, the Dalit Panthers did not completely shun
electoral politics. In the 1972 elections, they supported a candidate from the Communist
Party of India (CPI), which indicated a pragmatic approach to achieving their goals. This
move was paradoxical given their critique of communist parties, but it underscored the
Panthers’ willingness to collaborate with any entity that aligned with their objectives of social

justice and equality.

Namdeo Dhasal’s role in the Dalit Panthers was instrumental in redefining Dalit politics in
India. His poetic eloquence and radical activism galvanized a generation of Dalits, fostering a
sense of pride and defiance against centuries of oppression. The legacy of the Dalit Panthers,
though marked by internal contradictions and external challenges, remains a testament to the
transformative potential of radical politics in addressing social inequalities. The Dalit
Panthers, inspired by the Black Panther Party in the United States, aimed to address the
systemic oppression of Dalits and mobilize the youth to fight against caste discrimination and
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social injustice. The movement quickly gained momentum, spreading from Mumbai to other
cities like Pune, Nasik, and Aurangabad. The Dalit Panthers sought to create a unified front
against the caste hierarchy, advocating for the rights and dignity of Dalits through a

combination of militant rhetoric and cultural expression.

Dhasal’s poetry, characterized by its raw intensity and unflinching portrayal of the Dalit
experience, became a powerful tool for the movement. His works, such as the collection
Golpitha, not only highlighted the brutal realities of caste oppression but also inspired a
generation of Dalit youth to take up the cause. Dhasal’s ability to articulate the pain and
anger of the Dalit community in his poetry resonated deeply with the oppressed, making him
a revered figure within the movement. However, despite its initial success and the fervour it
generated, the Dalit Panthers movement faced significant challenges. By 1974, internal
divisions began to surface, primarily revolving around the ideological conflict between
Ambedkarism and Marxism. This factionalism, reminiscent of the splits that had plagued the
Republican Party of India (RPI), ultimately weakened the movement. The Dalit Panthers
splintered into several factions, including the Dhale-Pawar, Dhasal-Dangle, and Sangare-

Mahatekar groups, diluting the movement’s unity and effectiveness.

Dhasal, who was considered the ‘most Marxist’ of the Panthers, initially advocated for a
radical political stance. However, his ideological journey took a notable turn when he aligned
himself with Indira Gandhi’s “Garibi Hatao™ (abolish poverty) campaign. This shift mirrored
the stance of the Communist Party of India (CPI) and marked a departure from the more
radical principles of the Dalit Panthers. Dhasal’s later years saw him engaging in political
alliances that were often seen as self-serving, a move that drew criticism from some quarters

within the Dalit community.

The Emergency period in India (1975-1977) further highlighted the ideological rifts within
the Dalit Panthers. While many viewed Indira Gandhi’s suspension of democratic processes
with alarm, Dhasal authored a book-length tribute to her, titled “Priyadarshini.” This move
was controversial and exemplified the divergent paths taken by the movement’s leaders. In
contrast, other prominent figures like Dhale remained steadfast in their adherence to
Ambedkar’s Buddhist principles, though their efforts to galvanize mass support often fell

short.
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The fragmentation of the Dalit Panthers into numerous factions and the eventual decline of
the movement underscored the difficulties in sustaining a unified front against caste
oppression. Despite its shortcomings, the Dalit Panthers made a lasting impact on the socio-
political landscape of India, bringing the issues of caste discrimination and Dalit rights to the
forefront of public discourse. Namdeo Dhasal’s role, though marked by ideological shifts and
controversies, remains integral to understanding the complexities and contributions of the

Dalit Panthers movement.

10.4 Namdeo Dhasal: His Literary Career

Namdeo Dhasal (1949-2014) stands as a pivotal figure in contemporary Indian poetry,
particularly within the realm of Dalit literature. His poetry, rooted in the harsh realities of
Dalit life, serves as a profound vehicle for social commentary and change. Born into a Mahar
family in the village of Pur-Kanersar, Dhasal’s background as an “untouchable” profoundly
influenced his literary voice and activism. He emerged as a relentless critic of the entrenched
caste system and an advocate for the marginalized, leveraging his poetic talent to cast a stark
light on the injustices faced by Dalits. One of Dhasal’s most significant contributions to Dalit
activism was the founding of the Dalit Panther movement in 1972. Inspired by the American
Black Panther Party, the Dalit Panthers aimed to combat caste-based discrimination and unite
various oppressed communities, including the Charmakars, Bhangis, Matangs, and others.
Dhasal’s vision of ‘Dalit’ was expansive, extending beyond the scheduled castes and tribes to

encompass all those socioeconomically ostracized by society.

Dhasal’s literary oeuvre is extensive, encompassing several notable volumes of poetry,
including Golpitha (1972), Moorkha Mhatarayane Dongar Halavile (1975), Tuhi Yatta
Kanchi (1981), Khel (1983), Gandu Bagicha (1986), Ya Sattet Jeev Ramat Nahi (1995), Mee
Marale Soorjachya Rathache Ghode Saat (2005), and Tujhe Bot Dharoon Chalalo Ahe Mee
(2006). His works are distinguished by their unflinching portrayal of Dalit life and their
challenge to the sanitized narratives often preferred by mainstream literary audiences. Dilip
Chitre’s English translations of Dhasal’s works, compiled in Namdeo Dhasal: Poet of the
Underworld Poems 1972-2006, have brought wider recognition to Dhasal’s formidable poetic

voice. According to Chitre, Dhasal’s poetry transcends mere artistic expression; it is an
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instrument of cultural change. As Chitre notes, Dhasal’s literature is driven by a deep concern
for life’s quality, the pursuit of liberty, equality, and excellence. His poetry emerges from an
inner turmoil and sensitivity, as Dhasal himself articulates: “For what makes one speak or
write are the themes that create an excruciating turmoil inside you, heighten your sensitivity
and leave you tenderly troubled. This is the sort of inner disturbance from which my poems
come.” Dhasal’s poetry is deeply influenced by Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, the architect of the
Indian Constitution and a champion of Dalit rights. Ambedkar’s vision of social justice and
equality profoundly shaped Dhasal’s worldview. Dhasal venerates Ambedkar in his poetry,
acknowledging him as the liberator who sought to dismantle the oppressive structures of
religion, caste, gender, and race. Dhasal’s dedication to Ambedkar’s ideals is evident in his
poetic homage, wherein he extols Ambedkar’s role in awakening and uplifting the Dalit

community through knowledge and service.

A distinctive aspect of Dhasal’s poetry is his portrayal of the underbelly of urban life, vividly
depicting the lives of prostitutes, pimps, criminals, and laborers. These marginalized figures
populate the canvas of his poetry, symbolizing the broader spectrum of human degradation
and exploitation. Dhasal’s choice to focus on such subjects underscores his commitment to
giving voice to the voiceless and shedding light on the darkest corners of society. Dhasal’s
poetic language is characterized by its rawness and authenticity. He employs a vernacular that
is often stark and brutal, reflecting the lived experiences of the Dalit community. His
spontaneous articulation and unique vocabulary set him apart from his contemporaries,
making his poetry a powerful medium for expressing the deep-seated anguish and aspirations
of the oppressed. Namdeo Dhasal’s poetry is a testament to his unwavering commitment to
social justice and his profound ability to capture the complexities of Dalit life. Through his
evocative and unapologetically honest verses, Dhasal not only exposes the harsh realities of
caste-based discrimination but also envisions a more equitable and humane society. His work
continues to inspire and challenge readers, urging them to confront and address the deep-

rooted inequalities that persist in contemporary India.

Namdeo Dhasal, a prominent Dalit poet, channels his dissatisfaction with societal structures
into a vehement call for their demolition. His poetry vehemently critiques the sacred texts
that have historically divided humanity along religious lines. In a powerful expression of his
anger and frustration, Dhasal provocatively suggests that “one should tear off all the pages of
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all the sacred books in the world/ And give them to people for wiping shit off their arses.”
This imagery starkly underscores his rejection of the religious doctrines that perpetuate
inequality and division. Dhasal’s poetry also does not shy away from radical imagery to
convey his desire for upheaval. He advocates for extreme actions, urging people to “drink
human blood, eat spit roast human flesh, melt human fat and drink it.” These visceral images
serve to shock and challenge the reader, emphasizing the depth of his rage and the extent of
the systemic violence he perceives. Furthermore, he calls for a comprehensive revolt through
“class wars, caste wars, communal wars, party wars, crusades, world wars.” Through this
litany of conflicts, Dhasal underscores the pervasive nature of societal divisions and the

necessity of confronting them through revolutionary means.

Dhasal’s vision is deeply intertwined with Marxist and Communist ideologies, which he sees
as essential tools for both destruction and construction. He openly acknowledges his
ideological journey, stating, “If you do not have a vision, you become a problem unto
yourself. I never became a problem to myself. | became a socialist; but as soon as | saw the
hollowness of it, | turned to communism” (Dhasal, 15). This transition reflects his search for
a more profound and effective framework to address social injustices. Dhasal’s commitment
to communism is rooted in its promise of a casteless and classless society, aligning closely
with his aspirations for social equity. The influence of Marxism and Communism on Dhasal’s
thought is evident in his literary and political activism. These ideologies provided him with a
robust framework to critique existing power structures and envision a radically different
society. His alignment with Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s vision of social justice and equality is
reinforced by his communist leanings, which deepened and solidified his commitment to
Ambedkar’s ideals. Through his poetry, Dhasal articulates a vision that seeks to dismantle the

pervasive caste system and replace it with a society founded on equality and justice.

Namdeo Dhasal vividly portrays the oppression and struggles faced by Dalits through his
incisive and poignant poetry. His work provides a critical lens on the socio-economic
conditions perpetuated by the high castes, or ‘touchables,” who support and benefit from
capitalism, thus contributing to the poverty and miserable conditions of the untouchables. The
Dalits, whom Dhasal describes as the “unfed untouchables,” experience extreme hunger
likened to ““a ferocious python” moving through their empty intestines. This metaphor starkly
encapsulates the chronic hunger and deprivation they endure.
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Dhasal critiques the ideals of liberty, equality, and fraternity, suggesting that they appear
meaningless in what he calls “the age of darkness.” This darkness is symbolically represented
by “Private property’s banyan tree”, illustrating how entrenched economic disparities
exacerbate social injustice. Hunger in Dhasal’s poetry is a pervasive and multifaceted
presence, transforming into various forms such as ‘a mouse,” ‘a cat,” and ‘a lion,’
representing its persistent and evolving nature. In a striking metaphor, hunger is termed “the
last whore,” and Dhasal challenges it with a defiant spirit: “Let’s see who wins—we or you.”

Dhasal’s humanity and broad vision are evident in his poetry, as he transcends personal
desires, stating that he is no longer “driven by a thirst to possess” or “bonded by attachment.”
The deep-seated exploitation of Dalits profoundly impacts him, and his writings are imbued
with this pain. His poetry is a direct manifestation of his suffering, as he poignantly describes
sculpting “an image of many-faceted wounds” on the “seashore of pain.” This imagery

reflects his relentless struggle and the indelible scars of oppression.

Recognized as “the poet of the underworld, a lumpen messiah, a poor man’s bodhisattva” by
Dilip Chitre, Dhasal’s voice resonates with the marginalized. He identifies himself as “a
venereal sore in the private part of language,” highlighting his subversive stance against
conventional norms and his acute concern for survival, symbolized by the worry about
“tomorrow’s bread.” By stating, “Pain and roti are being roasted in the same tandoor’s fire,”

he underscores the intertwined nature of suffering and basic sustenance for Dalits.

Dhasal’s poetry is a powerful vehicle for expressing the collective voice of Dalits, yearning
for recognition and identity. His muse extends beyond caste boundaries, encompassing all
oppressed, depressed, economically disadvantaged, and ostracized individuals. In advocating
for Dalits, Dhasal aligns with Ambedkar’s vision, aiming to unite Dalits across different
strata and regions. His verse, universal in its essence, treats every human with dignity and
explores possibilities for Dalit upliftment. Despite its bitter tone, Dhasal’s poetry remains

effective and compelling due to its mission to oppose all forms of exploitation.

Through his work, Namdeo Dhasal emerges not just as a poet but as a chronicler of Dalit
anguish and a proponent of social justice. His relentless critique of socio-economic disparities
and his advocacy for the marginalized reflect his commitment to transforming the socio-

145



political landscape. Dhasal’s poetry thus stands as a testament to the enduring struggle for

Dalit rights and the pursuit of equality and justice in an inherently unequal society.

10.5 “Hunger”: Text and Analysis

TEXT

Hunger

Only one thing one could, or couldn’t, do:

Be able to prove the theorem, or fail to:

Can the fire of hunger be turned into poetry?

Will the fire of hunger destroy music?

He who can’t count his own pulse beats

Finds music inaccessible.

Hunger, we didn’t realise

That a fee would be charged for singing a song for capital assets.
Will music die in the fire of hunger?

Hunger

A fruitless thing

However hard you work, your wages you get pain in stones;

If one can’t build a house of stones

One can’t live in it.

Hunger, at times you assume the form of a mouse, at times you become a cat, and a lion
sometimes;

How can we, weak ones, face

This game started by you and dare to play it?
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ANALYSIS

Namdeo Dhasal’s poem “Hunger” powerfully articulates the visceral, raw experiences of
poverty, marginalization, and existential struggles that characterize much of Dalit life and
literature. Dhasal uses his poetry to highlight the stark realities faced by Dalits, historically
oppressed and marginalized communities in India. The poem begins with a series of
rhetorical questions: “Can the fire of hunger be turned into poetry? Will the fire of hunger
destroy music?” These questions metaphorically link the basic, primal struggle for sustenance
with the more sublime human endeavours of art and music, suggesting a tension or conflict
between basic survival and higher human expressions. The imagery of “fire” here represents
both the literal hunger pangs and a burning desire or passion, possibly for change or
revolution. “He who can’t count his own pulse beats / Finds music inaccessible,” speaks to an
alienation from art that poverty and marginalization can engender. The inability to “count his
own pulse beats” might suggest a disconnection from one’s own life force, a fundamental
survival mode that leaves little room for the appreciation or creation of music, seen as a

luxury beyond reach.

The stanza continues with the personification of hunger: “Hunger, we didn’t realize / That a
fee would be charged for singing a song for capital assets.” This line is critical as it exposes
the commodification of art and the barriers to accessing cultural capital that are not apparent
to those in the throes of survival struggles like Dalits. The “fee” here may refer to the socio-
economic costs or the cultural gatekeeping that often accompanies artistic recognition or
success, especially for those from marginalized communities. Further, the poem describes
“hunger” as a shape-shifter, “at times you assume the form of a mouse, at times you become
a cat, and a lion sometimes.” This shifting imagery reflects the unpredictable, ever-present,
and sometimes overwhelming nature of hunger, which can be meek or ferocious. This line
emphasizes the constant, looming presence of hunger in the lives of the impoverished Dalits,
presenting it as an antagonist in a cruel game of survival— “How can we, weak ones, face /

This game started by you and dare to play it?”
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TEXT

Hunger;

a shrewd peace is growing everywhere

this is the beginning of our new life sentence

hunger forgive us that we cannot cut the tree of time

but even cut, the sky will still be blue.

To which market can we carry dumb hearts?

Where auction them

Where day sweeps life

Who will buy crushed hearts

Who will profit by the deal?

Hunger, tell us your game, your strategy

If we can muster guts enough

We’ll fight you to the finish

Can’t crawl and grovel on our stomachs

Too long with you
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How much can we wash the grime off hunger?

How much wash the dust off years?

How much scorn to the very ends of scorn?

Hunger, if a bridge of iron will not join you to us

Then let us fly free like unfettered birds

Hunger, your land , the thorns upon your land,

Fester in the brain all night

Till the brain itself freezes.

Hunger, when a thing is taken from the fridge

Is it still fresh?

Hunger your every blood drop is cold

Your every blood drop is mute

Order, let lightening course through the guts

Order, let life get charged

Wounded seas and the long moans of our demands

Hunger, say yes to our dreams

Don’t snuff out the orphan huts upon the shore

149



We’ll see later

The gold-threaded struggle

Between the snail of pain and the sea.

ANALYSIS

Namdeo Dhasal’s poem “Hunger” reflects the profound struggles and the resilience of the
Dalit community, employing vivid imagery and symbolism to critique social injustices and
economic disparities. Dhasal, a founder of the Dalit Panther movement, often infused his
poetry with raw, gritty portrayals of life at the margins of society, advocating for Dalit rights
and social reform. In this stanza, “Hunger” is not merely a physiological condition but a
metaphor for the chronic deprivation and systemic oppression experienced by Dalits. The
opening lines, “a shrewd peace is growing everywhere / this is the beginning of our new life
sentence,” juxtapose the seemingly tranquil but deceptive peace against the harsh reality of
ongoing suffering—implied to be unending (“new life sentence”). This seems to introduce
the theme of resignation to a fate unjustly imposed by societal structures. The plea, “hunger
forgive us that we cannot cut the tree of time,” symbolically speaks to the historical and
generational nature of caste-based discrimination. It suggests an inability to sever ties with a
burdensome past, the ‘tree of time,” which continues to bear the fruits of suffering. The
colour blue in “but even cut, the sky will still be blue” might symbolize a stoic acceptance of

an unchanging, indifferent world above, untouched by the suffering below.

Dhasal’s query, “To which market can we carry dumb hearts? Where auction them?”” uses the
marketplace as a symbol of societal transactions where even the most personal sufferings (the
“dumb hearts”) are rendered commaodities, ignored or undervalued. This dehumanization is
further explored through questions like “Who will buy crushed hearts / Who will profit by the
deal?” implying that in the economy of suffering, the pain of the marginalized is exploited for
others’ gains. The call to action in “Hunger, tell us your game, your strategy / If we can
muster guts enough / We’ll fight you to the finish” shifts from passive suffering to active
resistance. It acknowledges the need for strategic engagement in activism, suggesting a
readiness to confront and overcome the metaphorical ‘Hunger’—or the conditions of life
imposed by caste and poverty. Finally, “How much can we wash the grime off hunger? How
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much wash the dust off years?” rhetorically questions the possibility of cleansing the deeply
ingrained injustices of many years. The stanza ends on a note of defiance, rejecting passive
suffering with “Then let us fly free like unfettered birds,” and a sombre reflection on the
continuous struggle with “Hunger, your land, the thorns upon your land, Fester in the brain
all night.”

TEXT

3.
Hunger;

We have made our demand,

Let you need us

Won’t we ever take root?

Let us take root.

The sun may have forgotten daybreak;

The river may have forgotten time.

We wanted to ask of light.

Something more than illuminated life

But the light itself let us down.

Hunger;

We won’t allow the clouds to stand at our door merely as indifferent pillars.

How much longer should we
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Be grateful for our sorrow?

For the music that our sorrow contains?

What right do we have to fight with flowers

When we are unable even to set up homes?

How long should we go on trying to light the fuse of our sorrow?

How long should we continue to burn ourselves?

How long should we try to catch the flames of our fire?

We shall salute you as defeated soldiers,

If we can’t find our own cognition

In this fiery flow of the sun.

Who says all soldiers in an army

Fight as heroes do?

ANALYSIS

The stanza opens with a collective voice, “We have made our demand,” reflecting a unified

stance among the oppressed, indicative of the Dalit movements’ demands for social justice

and equity. This collective assertion underscores a communal struggle against the systemic

barriers that prevent their societal rooting, as echoed in the lines “Won’t we ever take root? /

Let us take root.” The desire to “take root” metaphorically suggests achieving stability,
acceptance, and identity within a society that continually marginalizes them. The imagery of
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natural elements like the sun and river in “The sun may have forgotten daybreak; / The river
may have forgotten time” introduces a sense of timelessness to their plight, suggesting that
just as these elemental forces have lost their way, society has lost its moral compass,
neglecting the basic human rights and dignities owed to every individual. This loss speaks
profoundly to the historical and ongoing neglect and injustice faced by Dalits. The phrase
“We wanted to ask of light / Something more than illuminated life / But the light itself let us
down” poignantly captures the disillusionment felt by the community. Here, “light”
symbolizes enlightenment, justice, and societal guidance, which has failed them. This
metaphor reflects the broader societal failure to recognize and address the systemic injustices

that perpetuate caste-based discrimination.

Furthermore, Dhasal uses the imagery of clouds standing as “indifferent pillars” at their door
to signify the barriers to social mobility and acceptance. The clouds, typically seen as bearers
of life-giving rain, are here static and obstructive, symbolizing societal obstacles that prevent

upward social movement and access to resources.

The poet then shifts to a series of rhetorical questions, each escalating the expression of
frustration and existential angst. Questions like “How much longer should we / Be grateful
for our sorrow? / For the music that our sorrow contains?” challenge the romanticization of
suffering. Often, the struggles of marginalized communities are consumed as narratives of
resilience without effecting actual change, thus these lines criticize the superficial
appreciation of their “sorrow” without any real understanding or alleviation of their suffering.
Lastly, the reference to saluting as “defeated soldiers” if unable to find their “own cognition /
In this fiery flow of the sun” conveys a strong resolve to retain their identity and agency
despite systemic failures. It reflects a critical stance against the co-optation of their narrative

and struggles, asserting a demand for genuine recognition and self-representation.

TEXT
4,
Hunger;
Today we haven’t got a grain of food left to eat.

Today, there’s not a single wise soul left in our house.
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Hunger;

If one went on singing till one reached the last flickering the soul,
Would the light of hunger go out?

Hunger: If we preserve you any longer everything will turn dark.
Hunger; your fashion’s unique.

You’re the last whore

We can make love to.

If we can’t get laid with you,

If we can’t get you pregnant,

Our entire tribe would have to kill itself.

Hunger; we hold the ace,

We’ve nothing to say about the music eunuchs make.

Our virility confronts you.

Let’s see who wins — we or you.

ANALYSIS

The stanza begins with a direct statement of deprivation: “Today we haven’t got a grain of
food left to eat.” This line sets the scene for a narrative of acute scarcity, immediately
introducing the reader to the critical condition of hunger which is more than just a lack of
food—it is a pervasive state of being that affects all aspects of life for Dhasal’s subjects.
Following this, the assertion that “there’s not a single wise soul left in our house”
metaphorically links the lack of food to a deprivation of wisdom and guidance, possibly

hinting at the larger social and political neglect.

The repeated invocation of “Hunger” throughout the poem is strategically emphatic, turning
hunger from a mere physical condition to a personified, omnipresent antagonist in the lives of
the oppressed. This personification is further explored through the imagery of hunger as a
dimming light, asking rhetorically if continuous suffering (“singing”) might eventually
extinguish it. This explores the idea of endurance and the limits of human resilience under
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continuous oppression. The poem takes a darker turn as it personifies hunger as “the last
whore / We can make love to,” which is a powerful and controversial metaphor. This
comparison might be shocking, but it’s used to starkly depict the extremity of being left with
nothing but one’s suffering. It conveys a sense of last resort and inevitable entanglement with

pain, suggesting a perverse intimacy with deprivation that is both inescapable and destructive.

Furthermore, Dhasal explores the theme of existential threat through the lines, “If we can’t
get laid with you, / If we can’t get you pregnant, / Our entire tribe would have to kill itself.”
This reflects a bleak outlook where survival seems contingent on enduring and somehow
sustaining oneself through suffering (metaphorically engaging with and reproducing from
hunger). The threat of tribal extinction is not just physical but cultural, touching on the
erasure of identities and histories due to unending cycles of poverty. Dhasal also challenges
traditional notions of masculinity and potency with the imagery of “music eunuchs make,”
where the inability to change their situation renders the community impotent, contrasting
sharply with the otherwise aggressive assertion of virility (“Our virility confronts you”). This
juxtaposition underscores a crucial critique of societal structures that emasculate through

deprivation and discrimination.

TEXT
5.
Hunger;
What comes first—
The tree or the seed?
Hunger; you turn the question into a conundrum.
Hunger, just tell us, to what race does this ape belong?
If you can’t answer that, we’ll fuck seventeen generations of you.

We’ll fuck your mother, hunger ....
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ANALYSIS

Namdeo Dhasal’s poem “Hunger” offers a raw, unfiltered look into the lived experiences of
the marginalized and dispossessed, revealing the perennial suffering engendered by systemic
oppression and societal indifference. The poem juxtaposes the profound philosophical
question about the origins of existence (“What comes first—The tree or the seed?”’) with the
visceral, everyday reality of hunger, thereby reflecting the absurdity and cruelty of social
inequalities. This question metamorphoses into a conundrum when faced with the immediate

and pressing needs of survival, represented by the recurring motif of “Hunger.”

The stanza’s raw language and its aggressive tone highlight the frustration and anger towards
a society that allows such dehumanizing conditions to persist. The references to cursing and
the violence of the language (“we’ll fuck seventeen generations of you™) are shocking, yet
they serve a critical function, articulating a deep-seated rage against an indifferent or even
hostile world. This is not mere profanity but a profound and deliberate subversion of
respectful discourse, used here to challenge and provoke. This use of language aligns with the
Dalit literary tradition of protesting against upper-caste hegemonies through the rejection of

sanitized, polite discourse which often masks systemic violence.

Dhasal, a prominent figure in Dalit Panther movement and Marathi literature, uses his work
to lay bare the social realities faced by Dalits, who are often at the bottom rung of the social
hierarchy. The imagery of the “ape” in the stanza can be interpreted as a symbol of evolution
and humanity, posing a rhetorical question about the belonging of this primal figure, which
here metaphorically represents the Dalit underclass, within the race of humans. This is a
pointed critique of the dehumanization of the Dalit communities, often regarded as ‘less than
human’ or ‘outside’ the societal order by oppressive caste structures. The poem thus does
more than just describe hunger; it interrogates the very foundations of social order,
questioning the legitimacy and morality of a society that allows such existential conundrums
to persist among its most vulnerable. The anger and helplessness transformed into verbal
aggression in the poem are a call to consciousness, a refusal to be silent, and a demand for

recognition and justice.

In a broader sense, the poem encapsulates the spirit of Dalit literature which is not just a
reflection of pain and suffering but also a form of resistance. It uses language as a weapon,
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challenges societal norms, and insists on the visibility of those who have been marginalized.
Dhasal’s work, including this poem, is thus crucial not only for its literary merits but also for
its capacity to mobilize, to incite action, and to inspire solidarity among the oppressed, urging

a re-evaluation of societal values and norms.

(Source of the text: https://thedailywrite.net/namdeo-dhasal-poet-on-behalf-of-the-dalits/)

10.6 “Hunger”: Themes Motifs and Symbols

Namdeo Dhasal’s poem “Hunger” is rich with themes, motifs, and symbols that collectively
expose and critique the deep-seated injustices and indignities faced by marginalized
communities, particularly Dalits in India. The poem’s central theme revolves around the
persistent hunger that symbolizes broader socio-economic deprivation. Dhasal portrays
hunger not just as a physical condition but as a societal construct that reflects entrenched
inequalities and deliberate neglect by those in power. Through the use of provocative
language and imagery, the poem embodies the spirit of resistance against the caste-based
discrimination that Dalits endure. This theme is central to Dalit literature, which often serves
as a voice for protest and demands for social change. The poem touches upon the theme of
dehumanization experienced by Dalits, depicted through the metaphor of the “ape,”

questioning their perceived place in the human race under oppressive social hierarchies.

Repeatedly mentioned throughout the poem, hunger serves as a motif that transcends its
literal meaning to represent a chronic state of deprivation and longing—be it economic,
social, or political. The motif of aggressive, even violent language is used to shock and
challenge the reader, mirroring the intensity of the anger and frustration felt by the oppressed

against their oppressors.

The “tree” and the “seed” as symbols pose a philosophical query about origins and causality
that reflects on the cyclical nature of poverty and disenfranchisement. They question whether
societal structures (the tree) create the conditions for poverty (the seed) or vice versa,

highlighting the entrenchment of social inequalities. The “ape” symbolizes the primal,
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fundamental aspects of humanity and questions the societal classification of humans based on
caste. It challenges the notion of ‘pure’ versus ‘impure’ races or classes, emphasizing the
arbitrary and constructed nature of such divisions. The profane curses in the poem symbolize
the breaking of social taboos and the rejection of polite society’s norms. They also symbolize
a refusal to adhere to the decorum dictated by oppressive societal structures that maintain
caste hierarchies. In “Hunger,” Dhasal masterfully uses these literary devices to evoke a
visceral response from the reader, compelling them to confront uncomfortable truths about
societal structures and their own complicity or position within them. The poem is a powerful

call to acknowledge and act against the dehumanizing effects of caste-based discrimination.

10.7 Let’s Sum up

Namdeo Dhasal, a seminal Dalit poet and activist, co-founded the Dalit Panthers to combat
caste oppression. His raw, powerful poetry, exemplified by works like “Hunger,” vividly
depicts the harsh realities of Dalit life. Despite internal conflicts and eventual fragmentation,
the Dalit Panthers significantly influenced India’s socio-political landscape. Dhasal’s
alignment with Indira Gandhi’s “Garibi Hatao” campaign during the Emergency was
controversial. Recognized with numerous awards, including the Padma Shri, Dhasal’s legacy
endures in his contributions to Dalit literature and activism, inspiring continued efforts for

social justice.

Namdeo Dhasal’s poem “Hunger” confronts the existential and moral crises imposed by
systemic social inequalities through raw and aggressive language. It reflects the Dalit literary
tradition’s use of subversive discourse to challenge caste hegemonies and articulate the rage
and frustration of marginalized communities. By questioning the dehumanization of Dalits,
represented symbolically as an “ape,” the poem critiques a society that perpetuates such
oppression. Dhasal’s work is emblematic of Dalit resistance, using poignant imagery and
provocative questions to demand justice and visibility for the oppressed, urging societal

action against enduring social injustices.
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10.8 Questions for Self- Assessment

e What were the primary contributions of Namdeo Dhasal to the Dalit Panthers

movement, and how did his role influence the movement’s objectives and strategies?

e How did internal ideological conflicts within the Dalit Panthers affect the unity and

effectiveness of the movement, and what were the key factions that emerged?

e In what ways does Namdeo Dhasal’s poem “Hunger” reflect his literary style and
thematic concerns, and how does it serve as a critique of socio-economic inequalities

in India?

¢ How does Namdeo Dhasal use language and imagery in the poem “Hunger” to reflect

the themes of systemic oppression and social inequality?

e In what ways does the poem “Hunger” challenge traditional respectful discourse, and

what is the significance of this challenge within the context of Dalit literature?

e Discuss the symbolic use of the “ape” in Dhasal’s poem. What does it represent, and
how does it contribute to the poem’s critique of societal structures and attitudes

towards Dalits?

10.9 Further Readings

Anand Teltumbe’s Dalits: Past Present and Future
Debjani Ganguli’s Caste, Colonialism and Count-Modernity
Sudhir K Arora’s “Voicing Dalits: The Poetry of Namdeo Dhasal”
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Unit 11 Challapali Swarupa Rani’s ‘Wild Flower’

Structure
11.0 Objective
11.1 Introduction
11.2 Challapalli Swaroopa Rani: Her Life
11.3 Challapalli Swaroopa Rani: Her Literary Career
11.4 Challapalli Swaroopa Rani as a Dalit Feminist
11.5 ‘Wild Flower’: Text and Analysis
11.6 ‘Wild Flower’: A Critical Overview
11.7 Let’s Sum Up
11.8 Questions for Self-Assessment
11.9 Further Readings

11.0 Objective

Reading the poem ‘Wild Flower’ by Dalit feminist writer Challapalli Swaroopa Rani in
postgraduate courses aims to deepen students’ understanding of Dalit feminist perspectives,
highlighting themes of resilience, identity, and resistance. The poem serves as a critical tool
to explore the socio-political and cultural contexts of Dalit women’s lives, emphasizing the
intersectionality of caste and gender. Through literary analysis, students will engage with
motifs, symbols, and the Dalit register, fostering a nuanced appreciation of marginalized

voices and contributing to broader discussions on social justice and equality in literature.

11.1 Introduction

Challapalli Swaroopa Rani’s poem ‘Wild Flower’ is a profound piece that encapsulates the
essence of Dalit feminist literature. As a Dalit feminist writer, Swaroopa Rani employs the
metaphor of a wild flower to explore themes of resilience, identity, and resistance against
socio-economic oppression. The poem vividly portrays the indomitable spirit of Dalit women

who, much like the wild flower, thrive in hostile and uncultivated environments. Through her
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evocative imagery and symbolic use of nature, Swaroopa Rani underscores the inherent
strength and beauty of Dalit women, challenging societal norms that often marginalize them.
The wild flower, often overlooked and undervalued, becomes a powerful symbol of self-
affirmation and defiance, reflecting the poet’s critique of mainstream feminist movements
that frequently overlook the unique struggles of Dalit women. The poem’s rich use of
vernacular language and cultural references further grounds it in the lived experiences of
Dalit communities, making it a vital text for understanding the intersection of caste and
gender in Indian literature. ‘“Wild Flower.is not only a celebration of Dalit identity but also a
call to recognize and honor the resilience and contributions of Dalit women in the face of

systemic adversity.

11.2 Challapalli Swaroopa Rani: Her Life

Challapalli Swaroopa Rani, a renowned Telugu Dalit feminist writer, was born in 1964 in
Guntur, Andhra Pradesh. She hailed from a marginalized Dalit community, which
significantly shaped her perspective and literary voice. Swaroopa Rani was determined to
break the chains of caste-based discrimination and gender biases that shackled her
community. She pursued her early education in Guntur and later completed her Master’s
degree in Telugu literature from Andhra University, Visakhapatnam. Her academic journey
was marked by her quest for knowledge and her relentless fight against the socio-economic
barriers imposed by the caste system.

Swaroopa Rani’s literary career began with poetry, which was deeply influenced by her
experiences as a Dalit woman. Her works are characterized by a poignant depiction of the
struggles and injustices faced by Dalits, particularly Dalit women, in Indian society. Her
poetry is known for its raw emotion and unflinching portrayal of the harsh realities of caste
oppression. One of her significant contributions to Telugu literature is her anthology of
poems titled Kaalanni Nidra Ponivvanu (I Won 't Let Time Sleep), which was published in
1992. This collection received critical acclaim for its powerful voice and compelling imagery.
The poems in this anthology reflect the pain, resilience, and resistance of Dalit women,
capturing the essence of their everyday battles against systemic oppression.
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Beyond her literary pursuits, Swaroopa Rani is also a fervent activist. She has been actively
involved in the Dalit women’s movement, advocating for their rights and fighting against
caste and gender-based violence. Her activism is deeply intertwined with her literary work, as
she uses her writing as a tool for social change. Swaroopa Rani’s feminism is rooted in her
lived experiences as a Dalit woman. She critiques mainstream feminist movements for their
lack of intersectionality and highlights the unique challenges faced by Dalit women. Her
works often explore the intersection of caste and gender, emphasizing that true gender
equality cannot be achieved without addressing caste-based discrimination.

Swaroopa Rani’s influence extends beyond literature into the broader social and political
spheres. She has inspired a new generation of Dalit writers and activists, encouraging them to
use their voices to challenge the status quo. Her works have been included in various
anthologies of Dalit literature, contributing to the visibility and recognition of Dalit women’s
voices in Indian literature. Her essays in Astitva Gaanam (2012) explore the unique position
of Dalit women writers in the literary canon. She argues that Dalit women’s writing is a form
of resistance that disrupts the dominant narratives of both caste and gender. She emphasizes
the need for a more inclusive literary landscape that acknowledges and values the

contributions of marginalized voices.

Swaroopa Rani’s contributions to literature and social activism have been widely recognized.
Her poetry has been translated into multiple languages, further extending her reach and
impact. In addition to her literary accolades, Swaroopa Rani has also been honored for her
activism. She received the Nari Shakti Puraskar, the highest civilian honor for women in
India, in recognition of her efforts to promote gender equality and social justice.

11.3 Challapalli Swaroopa Rani: Her Literary Career

Challapalli Swaroopa Rani is a prominent Telugu Dalit feminist writer whose literary career
has been marked by her powerful exploration of caste, gender, and social issues. Her work is
a testament to the struggles and resilience of Dalit women, blending personal narrative with
broader socio-political commentary. Swaroopa Rani was born into a Dalit family in Andhra
Pradesh, a background that profoundly influenced her writing. Growing up, she experienced

the harsh realities of caste discrimination and gender bias, which became central themes in
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her literary works. Her education and early exposure to literature helped shape her voice as a

writer, enabling her to articulate the struggles and aspirations of Dalit women.

Swaroopa Rani began her literary career in the late 20th century, a period when Dalit
literature was gaining prominence in India. Her initial works were marked by a raw and
unflinching portrayal of the Dalit experience, challenging the dominant narratives imposed by
upper-caste literature. She utilized poetry, short stories, and essays to convey the pain, anger,
and resilience of Dalit women, making her a crucial voice in Telugu literature. Swaroopa
Rani’s oeuvre is diverse, spanning various genres and forms. Her poetry is known for its
lyrical intensity and socio-political depth. Through poems, she addresses issues such as caste
oppression, gender discrimination, and social justice. Her poetry collections are celebrated for
their emotional power and incisive critique of societal norms. In her short stories, Swaroopa
Rani often focuses on the lives of Dalit women, highlighting their struggles against patriarchy
and caste hierarchy. Her stories are marked by a deep empathy for her characters, often
depicting their inner turmoil and the harsh realities they face. Swaroopa Rani’s essays
provide a critical analysis of caste and gender issues in India. She draws from her personal
experiences to discuss broader socio-political themes, offering a nuanced understanding of

the intersectionality of caste and gender.

Swaroopa Rani’s work is inherently feminist, rooted in the lived experiences of Dalit women.
She critiques the mainstream feminist movement for its lack of representation and
understanding of Dalit issues. Her writings advocate for a more inclusive feminism that
addresses the specific challenges faced by Dalit women. This perspective is evident in her
essays and speeches, where she calls for solidarity among women across caste lines while

highlighting the unique struggles of Dalit women.

Swaroopa Rani has had a profound impact on Dalit literature and feminist discourse in India.
Her writings have inspired a new generation of Dalit writers, particularly women, to voice
their experiences and challenge societal norms. She has been instrumental in bringing Dalit
women’s issues to the forefront, both in literary circles and in broader socio-political
discussions. Her work has received critical acclaim and several literary awards, cementing
her status as a significant figure in Indian literature. She has been invited to speak at various
literary festivals and academic conferences, where she shares her insights on caste, gender,
and social justice. Beyond her literary contributions, Swaroopa Rani is also an active
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advocate for Dalit rights and gender equality. She participates in various social movements
and collaborates with NGOs to address issues such as caste discrimination, violence against

women, and access to education for marginalized communities.

11.4 ‘Wild Flower’: Text and Analysis

Challapalli Swaroopa Rani’s poem ‘Wild Flower’ is a poignant and powerful piece that
captures the lived experiences of Dalit women in India. Through vivid imagery and evocative
language, the poem delves into themes of oppression, resilience, and resistance. Originally
titled ‘Mankenapoovu’, this poem was first published in 1995. This poem was translated by
Vasantha Kannabiran and published The Oxford India Handbook of Telugu Dalit Writing
(2016). Analyzing this poem through a Dalit studies perspective, particularly focusing on the
first stanza, reveals the depth of Dalit emotions, sentiments, anger, and resistance.

TEXT
“When has my life been truly mine?
In the home male arrogance
sets my cheek stinging,
while on the street caste arrogance
splits the other cheek open....”
ANALYSIS

This stanza serves as an intense introduction to the dual oppressions faced by Dalit women.
The speaker begins with a rhetorical question, “When has my life been truly mine?”” which
immediately sets a tone of dispossession and alienation. This question reflects the historical
and systemic marginalization of Dalits, and specifically Dalit women, who have been denied
autonomy and agency in their lives. The line “In the home male arrogance sets my cheek
stinging” highlights the gender-based violence that Dalit women endure within their
households. This “male arrogance” is representative of patriarchal norms that dominate the

domestic sphere. The physical violence, suggested by the cheek stinging, points to the routine
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domestic abuse that many women face. For Dalit women, this violence is compounded by
their caste status, making their suffering multifaceted. Dalit feminist theory emphasizes the
intersectionality of caste and gender. In this context, the “male arrogance” is not just about
male dominance but also about how caste hierarchies are perpetuated within the family
structure. Dalit men, themselves victims of caste oppression, can become perpetrators of
gender-based violence, replicating the very systems of dominance and control that oppress

them outside the home.

The phrase “while on the street caste arrogance splits the other cheek open” extends the
theme of violence from the private to the public sphere. Here, “caste arrogance” symbolizes
the systemic and institutionalized discrimination that Dalits face in society. The imagery of
splitting the other cheek open is a powerful depiction of the brutal and dehumanizing
treatment meted out to Dalits in public spaces. This violence is not just physical but also
social and psychological, aimed at maintaining caste hierarchies and reinforcing the
subjugation of Dalit bodies and identities. The juxtaposition of “male arrogance” and “caste
arrogance” in the stanza underscores the dual burden borne by Dalit women. They are victims
of both patriarchal oppression and caste-based discrimination. This duality is a central theme
in Dalit feminist discourse, which argues that mainstream feminism often overlooks the
specific experiences of Dalit women, who face oppression on multiple fronts. The imagery of
the cheeks being assaulted from both sides can also be interpreted as a metaphor for the lack
of safe spaces for Dalit women. Whether at home or in public, their bodies are sites of
violence and control. This relentless assault from all directions leaves no room for refuge or

relief, highlighting the pervasive nature of their oppression.

While the first stanza paints a grim picture of oppression, it also subtly hints at resistance.
The very act of articulating these experiences is an act of defiance. By giving voice to the
physical and emotional scars inflicted by both gender and caste oppressions, Swaroopa Rani
asserts her agency and challenges the silence imposed on Dalit women.

TEXT

“Chasing the faraway distant hope
of an education,

reaching the shore of the hostel,
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shrinking from the hungry look of
the warden,

I long to gather my body into

a fist and fling it into the distance ....”

ANALYSIS

The stanza begins with the phrase “Chasing the faraway distant hope of an education.” Here,
education is depicted as a distant hope, reflecting the historical and ongoing barriers that
Dalits face in accessing educational opportunities. For Dalit women, education is not just a
path to personal growth but a means of challenging the entrenched caste hierarchies that
perpetuate their subjugation. The use of the words “chasing” and “distant” conveys the
arduous journey and the seemingly unattainable nature of this aspiration. It highlights the
systemic obstacles and social prejudices that make educational attainment an elusive goal for
many Dalits. The imagery of “reaching the shore of the hostel” signifies a moment of respite
and a temporary safe haven in the pursuit of education. However, this sense of safety is
quickly undermined by the hostile environment within the hostel, as indicated by the next
line: “Shrinking from the hungry look of the warden.” The phrase “shrinking from the hungry
look of the warden” introduces a sinister element, reflecting the pervasive exploitation and
abuse that Dalit women often face in institutional settings. The “hungry look” suggests a
predatory gaze, underscoring the vulnerability of Dalit women to sexual harassment and
violence. This line encapsulates the fear and discomfort that accompany their attempts to seek
education, turning what should be a sanctuary of learning into another site of oppression. It
mirrors the broader societal reality where Dalit bodies are objectified and dehumanized, and

where authority figures often perpetuate the very injustices, they are meant to mitigate.

Furthermore, the desire to “gather my body into a fist” symbolizes a consolidation of strength
and resistance. The body, which has been a site of exploitation and humiliation, is envisioned
as a source of power and defiance. This act of gathering the body reflects the internal struggle
of reclaiming autonomy and asserting one’s dignity in the face of constant devaluation. The
final image of flinging the body “into the distance” evokes a sense of liberation and escape
from the immediate realities of oppression. It represents a longing to transcend the limitations

imposed by caste and gender, to break free from the cycles of abuse and marginalization.
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This act of flinging the body can be seen as an ultimate expression of resistance, a rejection

of the oppressive structures that seek to confine and control Dalit lives.

TEXT

Good enough to fulfil lust,
but not good enough for a
family

| feel like hiding my face

in a stream.

This stanza starkly portrays the objectification and dehumanization of Dalit women,
reflecting deep-seated caste and gender biases. The line “Good enough to fulfil lust”
highlights the sexual exploitation of Dalit women, often considered as mere objects to satiate
the desires of upper-caste men. This exploitative behavior is rooted in a historical context
where Dalit bodies are dehumanized and commodified, seen as existing solely to serve the
upper castes. This is a reflection of the oppressive structures that regard Dalit women as
disposable and unworthy of respect or dignity. “But not good enough for a / family”
underscores the hypocritical societal norms that ostracize Dalit women from the institution of
family, especially within the context of upper-caste society. It exposes the double standards
where Dalit women are deemed unfit for marriage and familial inclusion, reinforcing their
marginalized status. This exclusion is a manifestation of the intersectional oppression that

Dalit women face, being denied both personal and social acceptance.

“I feel like hiding my face / in a stream” as an expression of a desire to hide oneself reflects
the internalized shame and humiliation experienced by Dalit women due to their continuous
subjugation and exploitation. The stream symbolizes a place of cleansing and anonymity,
where the protagonist wishes to escape the pervasive social stigmatization and invisibility
enforced by a casteist society. It is a poignant depiction of the psychological toll that systemic
oppression takes on individuals, particularly women who are doubly marginalized. While the
stanza initially reflects a sense of despair, it also carries an undercurrent of anger and
resistance. The acknowledgment of these injustices is a form of resistance in itself. By

articulating these experiences, the poet challenges the silence and complicity surrounding the
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exploitation of Dalit women. This act of voicing the unspoken is a rebellion against the

oppressive norms and an assertion of dignity and self-worth.

11.5 ‘Wild Flower’: A Critical Overview

Challapalli Swaroopa Rani’s poem ‘Wild Flower’ stands as a profound testament to the Dalit
feminist experience, encapsulating themes of resilience, identity, and resistance. The poem
employs a rich tapestry of motifs, symbols, and the distinct Dalit register to convey its
powerful message. Through a Dalit studies perspective, the poem can be dissected to uncover
the layers of meaning embedded within its lines, shedding light on the socio-political and

cultural context from which it emerges.

At the heart of “Wild Flower’ is the theme of resilience. The wild flower, a central symbol in
the poem, represents the indomitable spirit of Dalit women who thrive despite the oppressive
socio-economic conditions they face. The flower’s ability to grow in harsh, uncultivated
environments mirrors the survival of Dalit women who persist and flourish despite systemic
marginalization and discrimination. The poem explores the theme of identity, particularly the
assertion of Dalit identity in a caste-dominated society. The wild flower, often overlooked
and undervalued, symbolizes the Dalit woman’s struggle for recognition and self-affirmation.
Swaroopa Rani celebrates this identity, emphasizing the beauty and strength found in the
wildness and untamed nature of the flower. Wild flower is imbued with a spirit of resistance.
The act of blooming in an environment that is hostile and unaccommodating reflects the
defiance of Dalit women against societal norms that seek to suppress them. This resistance is

not merely passive endurance but an active assertion of presence and worth.

The poem also touches upon the deep connection between Dalit communities and the land.
The wild flower’s natural environment signifies the intrinsic bond Dalits have with the earth,
often as laborers and tillers of the soil. This connection is both a source of sustenance and a
site of exploitation, creating a complex relationship with the land. The poem opens with a
stark question: “When has my life been truly mine?” This sets the tone for a narrative of
alienation and subjugation. The poet immediately situates her personal experience within the
broader context of patriarchal and caste oppression. The “male arrogance” at home and the

“caste arrogance” on the streets symbolize the ubiquitous nature of her suffering. This dual
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oppression is a central theme in Dalit feminist literature, which often highlights how Dalit

women are marginalized within both their communities and the larger society.

The reference to education as a “faraway distant hope” underscores the systemic barriers that
Dalit women face in accessing education. Even when they reach the “shore of the hostel,”
they are not safe from predatory figures like the warden, whose “hungry look” represents
another layer of exploitation. This resonates with the experiences of many Dalit women who,
despite their efforts to uplift themselves through education, encounter pervasive sexual
harassment and discrimination. The desire to “gather my body into a fist and fling it into the
distance” conveys a profound sense of despair and a longing for escape from an oppressive
reality. The body, in this context, becomes a site of violence and humiliation, reinforcing the
poet’s yearning to liberate herself from its confines.

The imagery in the poem is vivid and evocative. The “cheek stinging” and the “other cheek
open” vividly illustrate the physical and emotional wounds inflicted by patriarchal and caste-
based violence. The “stream” where the poet wishes to hide her face represents a desire for
cleansing and anonymity, a place where she can be free from the gaze of those who

dehumanize her.

From a Dalit feminist perspective, the poem is a powerful critique of the intersectional
oppressions that Dalit women face. It aligns with the larger body of Dalit literature that seeks
to bring to light the unique experiences of Dalit women, which are often overlooked in both
mainstream feminist and Dalit movements. The poem also echoes the sentiments of protest
and resistance that are central to Dalit literature. As highlighted in “Poisoned Bread,” an
anthology of Dalit writings, the literature of protest is characterized by its raw, unfiltered
portrayal of suffering and a strong demand for justice and equality. Rani’s poem embodies

this spirit, using personal narrative to make a broader socio-political statement.
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11.6 Let’s Sum Up

Challapalli Swaroopa Rani’s poem ‘Wild Flower’ encapsulates the resilience, identity, and
resistance of Dalit women through rich imagery and symbolism. The wild flower, thriving in
harsh conditions, represents the indomitable spirit and unacknowledged beauty of Dalit
women. Themes of survival, self-affirmation, and defiance are central to the poem,
highlighting the unique struggles and strengths of Dalit women. Swaroopa Rani’s use of the
Dalit register, vernacular language, and cultural references grounds the poem in the authentic
experiences of Dalit communities, challenging societal neglect and marginalization. ‘Wild
Flower’ stands as a testament to the power and resilience of Dalit women, enriching Dalit

literature and expanding the broader literary canon.

11.7 Questions for Self-Assessment

e How does the symbol of the wild flower in the poem represent the resilience and

strength of Dalit women?

e In what ways does the poem critique mainstream feminist movements, and how does

it highlight the specific struggles faced by Dalit women?

e What motifs and symbols does Swaroopa Rani employ in ‘Wild Flower.to convey the

themes of survival, identity, and resistance?

e How does the use of the Dalit register and vernacular language in ‘Wild Flower’
enhance the authenticity and immediacy of the Dalit experience portrayed in the

poem?
e Reflect on the socio-political context in which Swaroopa Rani’s poem is situated.

How does ‘Wild Flower’ serve as a form of resistance and assertion of Dalit identity

in contemporary Indian literature?
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11.8 Further Readings

K Purushotham, Gita Ramaswamy and others: The Oxford India Handbook of Telugu Dalit
Writing (2016)

K Sunitha Rani: Critical Discourse in Telugu (2021)
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Unit 12 M R Renukumar’s ‘The Poison Fruit’

Structure
12.0 Objective
12.1 Introduction
12.2 M R Renukumar: Life and Works
12.3 Malayali Literature and M R Renukumar
12.4 “The Poison Fruit’: Text and Analysis
12.5 “The Poison Fruit’: A Critical Overview
12.6 Let’s Sum Up
12.7 Questions for Self-Assessment
12.8 Further Readings

12.0 Objective

The objective of reading M. R. Renukumar’s ‘The Poison Fruit’ in postgraduate courses is to
critically engage with Dalit literature and its representation of caste-based oppression,
resistance, and social justice. This poem offers students a nuanced understanding of the lived
experiences and emotions of Dalit communities, highlighting the intersection of personal and
political themes. Analyzing Renukumar’s work fosters critical thinking about social
hierarchies, human rights, and the role of literature in activism. It encourages empathy and a
deeper appreciation of marginalized voices, enriching the broader discourse on equality and

cultural diversity in Indian society.

12.1 Introduction

M. R. Renukumar’s poem ‘The Poison Fruit,” originally titled ‘Vishakkaya,’ is a poignant
exploration of the Dalit experience, capturing the stark realities of caste oppression and
moments of subtle resistance. Through vivid and visceral imagery, Renukumar portrays the
everyday lives of Dalits, highlighting their struggles and fleeting instances of equality. The

poem’s setting, under the ominous othala tree, symbolizes the pervasive toxicity of caste
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discrimination. Renukumar’s use of simple, direct language and powerful metaphors, such as
the shared bottle in a shop, underscores themes of solidarity and defiance. ‘The Poison Fruit’
IS a testament to the resilience and strength of Dalit communities, offering a raw and
unfiltered glimpse into their world. Renukumar’s work stands as a crucial contribution to

Dalit literature, reflecting the enduring fight for dignity and social justice.

12.2 M R Renukumar: Life and Works

M. R. Renukumar is a distinguished poet, painter, and translator whose contributions to Dalit
literature are both profound and multifaceted. Born in 1969, in Kottayam, Kerala, Renukumar
has carved a niche for himself in the literary world with his evocative poetry and compelling
narratives. He holds an M.Phil. in Economics from the Centre for Development Studies
(CDS) affiliated with Jawaharlal Nehru University and works with the State Audit
Department in Kottayam. In his personal life, Renukumar was born to Thankamma and
Raghavan and is married to Rekha Raj, with whom he has a son named Raghav. His journey
from the cultural heartland of Kerala to becoming a prominent figure in Dalit literature
underscores his dedication to using art and literature as means of resistance and

empowerment.

Renukumar has published three notable collections of poetry: Keninilangail (In Marshy
Lands, 2005), Veshakkaya (The Fruit of Knowledge, 2007), and Pachakkuppi (Green Bottle,
2011). His other significant works include Naalaam Classile Varaan (Snakehead Fish in the
Fourth Standard, 2008), a biography of the activist poet Poykayil Yohannan (2009), and a
book of essays and reminiscences titled Muzhusooryanaakaanulla Shramangal (Attempts to
be a Full-Blown Sun, 2013). Renukumar has also translated the graphic biography of B.R.
Ambedkar, Bhimayana: Experiences of Untouchability, into Malayalam in 2014 and edited

the anthology Don 't Want Caste: Malayalam Stories by Dalit Writers in 2017.

Renukumar has expanded his literary contributions with Aracycle (Half Cycle, 2016), Koottu
Koodunna Kathakal (Friendly Stories, 2017), and Ayyankali: Jeevithavum ldapedalukalum
(Ayyankali: Life and Interventions, 2017), a biography of the renowned social reformer

Ayyankali. Recognized for his literary excellence, Renukumar received the SBT Kavitha
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Award for Veshakkaya in 2008, the Best Short Story Collection award for Naalaam Classile
Varaal by the Kerala State Institute for Children’s Literature in 2009, and the FOKANA
Award for Children’s Literature in 2018 for Aracycle. His poetry anthology Kothiyan was
selected for the 2019 Kerala Sahitya Akademi Award for Poetry, announced in 2021.

Renukumar’s work is deeply rooted in the Dalit experience, reflecting themes of oppression,
resistance, and the quest for dignity. His poetry and prose draw from his personal experiences
and the collective struggles of Dalits, offering a poignant critique of the caste system and its
pervasive impact on Indian society. His literary voice resonates with the anger, pain, and
aspirations of the marginalized, making his work a powerful tool for social change and a

significant contribution to the canon of Dalit literature.

Renukumar’s poetry serves as a powerful medium to reflect the life and aspirations of
historically oppressed Dalits, challenging the mainstream literary aesthetics and sensibilities.
His works emphasize socio-political themes over personal narratives, aiming to redefine the
established Malayalam literary syllabi with unique vocabulary and imagery. Renukumar’s
work not only enriches Indian literature but also serves as a voice of resistance and

empowerment for the Dalit community, capturing their struggles, dreams, and resilience.

12.3 Malayali Literature and M R Renukumar

The emergence of Dalit consciousness in Malayalam literature represents a significant and
transformative movement. Dalit literature, which began to gain prominence in the latter half
of the 20th century, seeks to articulate the experiences, struggles, and aspirations of the Dalit
community, historically marginalized by the caste system. Malayali Dalit literature is a
powerful and dynamic genre that has emerged from the socio-cultural landscape of Kerala. It
is characterized by its focus on the experiences and struggles of the Dalit community, a group
historically subjected to severe caste-based discrimination and oppression. This genre not
only gives voice to the marginalized but also challenges the traditional narratives of

mainstream Malayalam literature.

Malayali Dalit literature plays a crucial role in the cultural and literary landscape of Kerala. It

challenges oppressive structures, offers new narratives of empowerment, and ensures that the
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experiences of the Dalit community are recognized and valued. Poykayil Appachan (1879-
1939) was an early Dalit poet and social reformer. His works reflect the plight of Dalits and
their quest for identity and liberation. Poykayil Appachan was a spiritual leader, poet, Dalit
activist, renaissance figure, and the founder of the socio-religious movement Prathyaksha
Raksha Daiva Sabha (God’s Society of Obvious Salvation). C. Ayyappan (1949-2011) is an
outstanding voice in contemporary short fiction in Malayalam. He is known for his short
stories that delve into the everyday struggles of Dalits. Ayyappan’s works are marked by
their stark realism and empathetic portrayal of marginalized lives in Malayali literature. And
one of the prominent voices in contemporary Malayali Dalit literature is M. R. Renukumar.
Renukumar’s work stands out for its profound exploration of Dalit experiences and its

contribution to the broader discourse on social justice and equality.

12.4 ‘The Poison Fruit’: Text and Analysis

‘The Poison Fruit’

Sitting under the othala tree, the poison-fruit tree

| saw:

My appan
and her appan
pour and drink
from the same bottle
in the shop.
(Lines 1-7)

In this stanza, M. R. Renukumar invokes powerful imagery and experiences that reflect Dalit
consciousness. The act of sitting under the othala tree, referred to as the “poison-fruit tree,”
immediately sets a tone of foreboding and tension. The tree symbolizes the deep-rooted caste
system that bears the “poisonous fruit” of social discrimination and inequality. The othala

tree is not just a natural element but a metaphor for the toxic legacy of caste oppression that
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permeates every aspect of Dalit life. Renukumar captures a poignant and paradoxical moment
of shared humanity and social division. The lines “My appan / and her appan / pour and drink
/ from the same bottle / in the shop” illustrate a rare instance of equality and camaraderie
between two individuals who are likely from similar social backgrounds. “Appan” means
father in Malayalam, indicating a personal and familial connection. The use of “my” and
“her” highlights the gendered perspectives and possibly hints at the social and caste
differences between the families. Despite these differences, the fathers share a moment of
equality by drinking from the same bottle.

Here, M. R. Renukumar encapsulates the essence of Dalit consciousness, emotions, and
experiences through its vivid imagery and poignant symbolism. The simple yet profound act
of two men drinking from the same bottle under the shadow of the poison-fruit tree highlights
the pervasive impact of caste while also suggesting moments of subversion and shared
humanity. Renukumar’s use of the Dalit register ensures that the poem remains grounded in

the lived realities of Dalits, making a powerful statement on social inequality and resistance.

My brother and
her brother
playing with the top
in someone’s frontyard.
My sister and
her sister
playing ittooli
just next door.

(Lines 8-15)
In this stanza, M. R. Renukumar continues to explore themes of shared humanity amidst the
backdrop of social divisions imposed by the caste system. The poem portrays the simplicity
and innocence of childhood, highlighting how children, unlike adults, often transcend socially
constructed boundaries through their play and interactions. The imagery of “My brother and /
her brother / playing with the top / in someone’s frontyard” evokes a sense of carefree joy
and communal harmony. Playing with a top, a common childhood game, symbolizes the
innocence and unity that can exist among children, regardless of their caste backgrounds.

Similarly, the image of “My sister and / her sister / playing ittooli / just next door” reinforces
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this idea of togetherness and shared experiences. Ittooli, another traditional game, signifies a

space where caste distinctions are momentarily forgotten.

Here, Renukumar employs a straightforward and unadorned language that is characteristic of
the Dalit register. This simplicity ensures that the poem remains accessible and relatable,
emphasizing the commonality of human experiences over the artificial divisions created by
caste. The use of everyday activities and common childhood games further grounds the poem
in the lived realities of the Dalit community. The act of children playing together in front
yards and next doors represents an ideal of social equality that contrasts sharply with the
segregated reality of adult interactions in a caste-based society. By depicting these moments
of unity among children, Renukumar subtly critiques the rigid social structures that will
eventually separate these children as they grow older. The front yard and next-door settings
symbolize public spaces where interactions occur naturally, unmediated by the prejudices that

govern adult behavior.

The games of top and ittooli serve as metaphors for the innocence and egalitarian spirit that
can exist in human relationships. These childhood games symbolize a world where caste
distinctions are irrelevant, highlighting the possibility of a more just and equal society. The
contrast between the children’s play and the societal norms underscores the loss of innocence
and the imposition of discriminatory practices as individuals grow up within a caste-based

system.

My appan’s younger brother
going to the pond for his bath
exactly when
her amma’s younger sister
goes there to wash clothes.
(Lines 16-20)

In this stanza, M. R. Renukumar continues to delve into the everyday lives of individuals
within a Dalit community, highlighting how their routines and interactions are intertwined.
The poem paints a picture of a typical rural setting where communal resources like ponds are
shared spaces that facilitate both necessity and social interaction. This scene subtly
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underscores the proximity and shared existence of people across different caste backgrounds.
The mention of “My appan’s younger brother” and “her amma’s younger sister” introduces
additional family members into the narrative, expanding the scope of shared experiences. The
act of going to the pond for a bath and washing clothes is presented as a synchronized, almost
ritualistic activity that brings individuals into each other’s daily lives. This synchronization
suggests a level of coexistence and mutual awareness despite the societal barriers imposed by

caste.

While trying to find
the dust mote in her eyes
with my tongue,
| heard the small boat in which
my amma and her amma
go to cut grass, beat against the rock.
While my teeth were groping for
the fish-bone stuck in her thigh,
| heard my appan and her appan
throwing up in the coconut grove
on the mud-bank.

(Lines 21-31)
In this stanza, M. R. Renukumar weaves together intimate, sensory details with broader social
realities, further highlighting the interconnectedness of lives and the stark contrasts of their
experiences. The imagery used here is vivid and visceral, immersing the reader in the
physical and emotional landscape of the characters. The stanza begins with an intimate and
somewhat startling image: “While trying to find / the dust mote in her eyes / with my
tongue.” This line captures a moment of deep personal connection and vulnerability, where
the speaker is engaged in a tender yet unconventional act of care. The juxtaposition of this
intimate act with the sound of the small boat “beat[ing] against the rock” as their mothers go
to cut grass adds a layer of everyday labor and struggle to the scene. The subsequent lines,
“While my teeth were groping for / the fish-bone stuck in her thigh,” continue this blend of
intimacy and harsh reality. The act of removing a fish-bone, a potentially painful and delicate
task, symbolizes the care and attention required in their lives. This moment is interrupted by
the sound of “my appan and her appan / throwing up in the coconut grove / on the mud-
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bank,” introducing a jarring contrast between personal care and the physical toll of their harsh

environment.

While rolling towards the stream
unconscious after many bites
of the poison-fruit,
| heard my amma and her amma
fall to the ground in the frontyard
and scream and wriggle
like centipedes.
While lying lip-locked
under a slimy blanket of mud,
| understood—
Fishes turn bodies
into their dwelling.
(Lines 32-43)

In this final stanza, M. R. Renukumar intensifies the themes of suffering and decay that
pervade the poem, bringing them to a stark and harrowing conclusion. The reference to the
“poison-fruit” directly ties back to the title and earlier imagery, symbolizing the cumulative
effects of systemic oppression and social poison that Dalits endure. The imagery of “rolling
towards the stream / unconscious after many bites / of the poison-fruit” evokes a sense of
inevitable decline and helplessness. This moment captures the physical and metaphorical
poisoning that occurs from prolonged exposure to the toxic elements of caste discrimination.
The subsequent lines describe the visceral and painful reaction of “my amma and her amma,”
who “fall to the ground in the frontyard / and scream and wriggle / like centipedes.” This
comparison to centipedes, creatures often associated with discomfort and revulsion,

underscores the dehumanization and intense suffering experienced by the characters.

The “poison-fruit” symbolizes the pervasive and destructive influence of caste
discrimination, which slowly but inevitably poisons the lives of those affected by it. The act
of “rolling towards the stream” suggests a loss of control and the natural pull towards
destruction. The imagery of “lip-locked / under a slimy blanket of mud” evokes a sense of
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finality and entrapment, where even intimate moments are overshadowed by the surrounding
filth and decay. The understanding that “Fishes turn bodies / into their dwelling” is a
profound realization of the cycle of life and death, and how even in death, the bodies of the
oppressed are repurposed by nature. This serves as a grim reminder of the inescapable reality

that Dalits face, where their bodies and lives are continually consumed and exploited.

* Original title of the poem was ‘Vishakkaya . It was translated in English by K.

Satchidanandan.

12.5 ‘The Poison Fruit’: A Critical Overview

M. R. Renukumar’s poem ‘The Poison Fruit’ (originally titled ‘Vishakkaya’) is a poignant
exploration of the Dalit experience in India, encapsulating themes of oppression, resistance,
and social equality. The first stanza sets the tone for the entire poem, introducing readers to
the harsh realities and subtle defiance inherent in Dalit life. This critical analysis delves into
the multifaceted layers of the stanza, examining Dalit consciousness, emotions and

experiences, themes, contexts, and the use of the Dalit register.

Dalit consciousness in literature refers to the awareness and articulation of the unique socio-
political and cultural experiences of Dalits, who have been historically oppressed under the
caste system. The first stanza of ‘“The Poison Fruit’ embodies this consciousness through its
vivid imagery and the interactions it describes. “Sitting under the othala tree, the poison-fruit
tree,” immediately places the reader in a setting that is both literal and symbolic. The othala
tree, known for its poisonous fruit, is a metaphor for the toxic environment of caste-based
discrimination that Dalits endure daily. This setting reflects the ever-present threat and

hardship in Dalit lives, suggesting that the fruit borne by such a society is inherently harmful.
The emotions conveyed in this first stanza, for example, are complex, blending resignation,

camaraderie, and a subtle defiance. The act of “sitting under the othala tree” implies a forced

acceptance of a dangerous environment, highlighting the inescapability of the caste system
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for Dalits. The juxtaposition of this perilous setting with a moment of shared humanity—"My
appan / and her appan / pour and drink / from the same bottle / in the shop”—captures a rare
instance of equality and solidarity. This moment of sharing a drink signifies a brief
suspension of caste boundaries. It is a fleeting instance where two individuals, presumably
from different caste backgrounds, engage in an act of equality. The shared bottle becomes a
symbol of resistance against the systemic segregation enforced by caste. This scene
encapsulates the duality of Dalit experiences: enduring constant oppression while seizing

moments of defiant unity.

The setting of the shop, a public space, underscores the social dynamics at play. In many
parts of India, shops and public drinking spaces are often segregated by caste. By depicting a
scenario where two men share a bottle, Renukumar subtly critiques this segregation and
highlights the possibility of breaking these barriers. The stanza also touches upon themes of
unity and solidarity among the oppressed. The act of drinking together signifies a bond that
transcends caste divisions, suggesting that shared humanity can overcome social barriers.

This unity is a powerful counter-narrative to the divisive forces of caste.

The historical and social context of the poem is crucial for understanding its significance. The
caste system in India has been a source of systemic discrimination and violence against Dalits
for centuries. Despite legal measures to abolish untouchability and promote equality, caste-
based discrimination persists in many forms. This backdrop is essential for appreciating the
depth of the interactions described in the whole poem. Renukumar’s work is a testament to
the power of Dalit literature to articulate the lived experiences of the marginalized and to
challenge the social structures that oppress them. The poem The Poison Fruit’ is a
compelling example of how simple, everyday moments can reveal profound truths about

society and human resilience.

12.6 Let’s Sum Up

M. R. Renukumar’s ‘The Poison Fruit’ (originally titled ‘Vishakkaya’) is a poignant and
powerful exploration of Dalit experiences, blending themes of oppression, resistance, and
social inequality. Renukumar’s use of straightforward, unembellished language and vivid

imagery reflects the Dalit register, making the poem accessible and resonant. The symbolism
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of the othala tree and the shared bottle captures the duality of Dalit life, marked by both
constant struggle and moments of unity. The poem’s emotional impact lies in its juxtaposition
of danger and solidarity, highlighting the resilience and strength of Dalit communities.
Renukumar’s work is a significant contribution to Dalit literature, articulating the lived
realities of the marginalized and challenging oppressive social structures. ‘The Poison Fruit’
exemplifies how everyday moments can reveal profound truths about society and human

resilience, offering a compelling reflection on the complexities of Dalit life.

12.7 Questions for Self Assessment

e How does the symbol of the othala tree (poison-fruit tree) function in the poem, and
what does it represent in the context of Dalit experiences and consciousness?

e In what ways do the interactions between the characters (such as sharing a drink or
playing games) challenge or reinforce caste boundaries and social norms?

e What is the significance of the public and communal spaces depicted in the poem,
such as the shop, the frontyard, and the pond? How do these settings contribute to the
poem’s themes?

e How does Renukumar’s use of language and imagery reflect the Dalit register, and
why is this important for conveying the poem’s themes and emotions?

e What emotions and experiences are conveyed through the poem’s depiction of
everyday life, and how do these reflect the broader social and cultural context of the

Dalit community?

12.8 Further Readings

M. Dasan, V. Prathobha and others: The Oxford India Anthology of Malayalam Dalit Writing
(2011)
Gail Omvedt: Understanding Caste: From Buddha to Ambedkar and Beyond (2011)
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Unit 13 Bama’s ‘The Scent of Mother’

Structure
13.0 Objective
13.1 Introduction
13.2 Bama: Her Life
13.3 Bama: A Dalit Writer
13.4 ‘The Scent of Mother’: Text and Analysis
13.5 ‘The Scent of Mother’: Themes, Motifs, Symbols and Dalit Register
13.6 Let’s Sum Up
13.7 Questions for Self-Assessment
13.8 Further Readings

13.0 Objective

The objective of reading ‘The Scent of Mother’ by Bama in postgraduate courses is to deepen
students’ understanding of Dalit literature and its intersection with gender and caste. This
poem provides insight into the lived experiences of Dalit women, highlighting themes of
maternal love, resilience, and resistance against systemic oppression. Through vivid imagery
and sensory details, students will explore how Bama humanizes Dalit experiences and
challenges dehumanizing narratives. This analysis fosters critical thinking about social
justice, cultural identity, and the power of literature to articulate marginalized voices and

histories.

13.1 Introduction

‘The Scent of Mother’ by Bama, a renowned Dalit feminist poet, is a poignant exploration of
maternal love and memory set against the backdrop of caste oppression. Bama, known for her
vivid portrayal of Dalit experiences, brings forth the intimate bond between a mother and her
child through evocative sensory imagery and emotional depth. This poem encapsulates the
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enduring influence of maternal care, symbolized by the scent of the mother’s saree, which

provides comfort and resilience amidst societal discrimination.

Through simple yet powerful language, Bama highlights the universal themes of love, loss,
and memory, while grounding them in the specific context of Dalit life. The poem’s vivid
imagery, such as the aroma of sandalwood and the tactile comfort of the saree, evoke a deep
sense of nostalgia and longing. These sensory details not only bring the mother’s presence to

life but also symbolize the strength and protection she offers.

‘The Scent of Mother’ also subtly addresses themes of resistance and resilience, celebrating
the emotional and psychological sustenance that maternal love provides in the face of
systemic oppression. Bama’s work stands as a testament to the dignity and humanity of Dalit
individuals, emphasizing the profound impact of maternal love and the enduring bonds that

transcend generations.

13.2 Bama: Her Life

Bama, born as Faustina Mary Fatima Rani in 1958 in a small village called Puthupatti in
Tamil Nadu, is a prominent Tamil Dalit feminist writer and a significant voice in
contemporary Indian literature. She is celebrated for her powerful portrayal of the struggles
and resilience of Dalit women through her novels, short stories, and essays. Her literary
works have not only carved a niche for Dalit literature in the mainstream but have also shed

light on the lived realities of marginalized communities in India.

Bama was born into a Roman Catholic Dalit family of the Paraiyar community, one of the
most oppressed groups in India’s caste hierarchy. Her early life was marked by poverty,
discrimination, and a relentless struggle against social injustices. Bama’s father was a daily
wage laborer and her mother a homemaker. Despite these challenges, Bama was determined
to pursue education. She attended a convent school where she first encountered caste-based
discrimination. Her experiences as a Dalit woman in an upper-caste dominated society deeply

influenced her worldview and later became the bedrock of her literary works.
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After completing her school education, Bama joined a religious order and became a nun.
However, she left the convent after seven years, disillusioned by the caste discrimination she
faced even within the Church. She continued her education and eventually obtained a
Bachelor’s degree in Tamil Literature and a Bachelor of Education. Bama’s academic
journey was driven by her passion for teaching and her commitment to using education as a

tool for social change.

13.3 Bama: A Dalit Writer

Bama, a prominent Tamil Dalit writer, has significantly contributed to Dalit literature,
particularly as a poet. Her works reflect the struggles, resistance, and resilience of the Dalit
community, and her voice stands out in the Indian literary landscape for its authenticity and

boldness.

Bama has made a significant impact on both feminist and anti-caste movements through her
compelling literary works. She has played a pivotal role in bringing Dalit aesthetics to the
forefront of Indian literature, making her voice heard not only in literary circles within India
but also at international literature festivals. Bama’s writings are known for their profound
exploration of human nature, capturing the essence of ordinary lives and their everyday
experiences. Her characters, often drawn from the marginalized sections of society, are
depicted with a vivid realism that highlights their pleasures, struggles, rebellions, and deceits.
This ability to portray the nuanced realities of life in a deeply caste-stratified society makes
her work unforgettable.

Her autobiographical novel, Karukku, published in 1992, is a seminal work in Dalit literature.
It provides an intimate glimpse into the life of a Dalit Christian woman, weaving together her
personal experiences with broader social issues. The novel’s raw and honest narrative
garnered widespread acclaim, earning Bama the Crossword Award in 2000. Karukku has
become a staple in academic curricula, studied extensively for its rich thematic content and

pioneering role in Dalit feminist literature.

Following the success of Karukku, Bama continued to produce a series of influential works.
Sangati (1994) is a novel that focuses on the lives of Dalit women, detailing their struggles
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and resilience. Kisumbukkaran (1996) and Vanmam (2002) further explore themes of caste
oppression and social injustice. Her collection of short stories, Oru Thath Avum Yerumayum

(2003), offers poignant narratives that delve into the lives of marginalized individuals.

Bama’s literary contributions also include works like Kondattam (2009), Manushi (2012),
Thavittukuruvi (2015), and her latest publication, Virutchangalagum Vithaigal (2022). Each
of these works continues to reflect her deep commitment to social justice and her unwavering

focus on the lived realities of Dalits.

In addition to her novels and short stories, Bama’s works have been translated into multiple
languages, including English, French, Hindi, Telugu, Kannada, Gujarati, and Malayalam.
This wide reach has helped her messages of resistance, empowerment, and advocacy for

social change resonate with a broader audience.

Bama’s influence extends beyond her written works. She is an active participant in various
literary festivals and academic discussions, where she shares her insights and experiences,
thereby fostering a deeper understanding of Dalit issues and promoting greater inclusivity in
literature. Her role as a writer and activist continues to inspire many, making her an

indispensable figure in contemporary Indian literature and social movements.

13.4 “The Scent of Mother”: Text and Analysis

“The Scent of Mother” by Bama, a Dalit feminist poet, encapsulates the emotional and
physical liberation experienced by a young Dalit girl amid the oppression and harsh realities
of her daily life. The poem was translated by Malini Seshadri from the original title Ammavin
Vasem. The poem is a powerful reflection of the intersectionality of caste, gender, and
childhood innocence, highlighting the fleeting moments of joy that transcend the systemic

discrimination faced by Dalits.
Bama’s works often delve into the lived experiences of Dalits, particularly Dalit women,

drawing from her personal experiences and the collective memory of her community. This

poem is no exception, as it brings forth the duality of a child’s pure, untainted joy against the
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backdrop of a harsh, discriminatory social order. The poem’s stanza captures the essence of

childhood freedom, juxtaposed with the constraints imposed by a casteist society.

Imagery and Emotional Landscape
In the calm of the rainstorm

And the fury of the torrent

In the depths of the mind

A new surge of joy

The opening lines set a vivid scene with contrasting imagery of a calm rainstorm and a
furious torrent. This duality reflects the internal conflict within the poet’s mind — the calm
represents moments of tranquility and happiness, while the fury symbolizes the external
challenges and societal oppression. Despite these external and internal storms, the “new surge
of joy” suggests an innate resilience and the ability to find happiness even in adverse

conditions.

My school-age self
A ten-year-old girl
Skip-skipping homeward

Here, Bama introduces her childhood self, a “ten-year-old girl,” emphasizing innocence and
the carefree nature of childhood. The act of “skip-skipping homeward” is symbolic of a
temporary escape from societal constraints, a moment where the burdens of caste and gender
discrimination are momentarily forgotten. This imagery is poignant as it contrasts with the

harsh realities that Dalit children often face, such as economic hardship and social exclusion.

Cool, cool raindrops
Soaking hair, dripping face
A special ecstasy

Bubbling and rising

The sensory details of “cool, cool raindrops” and the feeling of them “soaking hair, dripping
face” evoke a visceral experience of liberation and joy. The repetition of “cool” underscores

the refreshing and cleansing nature of rain, symbolizing purity and renewal. This “special
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ecstasy” that is “bubbling and rising” represents an uncontainable joy that defies the

oppressive social structures, highlighting the resilience and spirit of Dalit children.

Clamouring desires resist
Mother’s remonstrations
The mind disdains all fetters

And tosses aside each care

These lines highlight the tension between the desires of the child and the protective,
cautionary remonstrations of the mother. The “clamouring desires” suggest a natural,
youthful rebellion against societal norms and restrictions. The phrase “the mind disdains all
fetters” captures the essence of mental freedom, showing a refusal to be bound by societal
expectations and constraints. This resistance is crucial in the Dalit context, as it represents a

form of defiance against the ingrained caste-based oppression.

Splashing joyously in the rain
Never a tear to cause a stain

The years roll by.

The image of “splashing joyously in the rain” encapsulates pure, unadulterated joy, a rare and
precious experience for a Dalit child. The line “never a tear to cause a stain” signifies an
absence of sorrow in that moment, a stark contrast to the usual struggles faced daily. The
concluding line, “the years roll by,” hints at the inevitable return to reality and the enduring

passage of time, suggesting that these moments of joy are fleeting but deeply cherished.

In yesterday’s rain

| was soaked to the skin
When | entered the house
Came memories of her

And a deep stab of pain

The second stanza of the poem opens with the immediate sensory experience of being
“soaked to the skin” by the rain. This imagery evokes a sense of vulnerability and exposure,

both physically and emotionally. The rain serves as a metaphor for the cleansing yet
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relentless challenges that the poet faces. The act of entering the house signifies a transition
from the external world to a more intimate, personal space, where the poet confronts
memories of her mother. The “deep stab of pain” underscores the intense emotional impact

these memories have, highlighting the enduring bond and the deep sense of loss.

With the edge of her saree
Mother wiping my face
As | sought sweet comfort

In her warm embrace.

These lines are rich with sensory and emotional detail. The image of the mother wiping the
poet’s face with the edge of her saree is tender and intimate, symbolizing care and protection.
The saree, a traditional garment, also represents cultural identity and continuity. This act of
wiping away the rain (and metaphorically, the tears) signifies the mother’s role as a source of
comfort and solace. The “warm embrace” is a powerful symbol of maternal love and safety,

providing a stark contrast to the harshness of the external world.

Bama’s poem captures a profound sense of nostalgia and longing intertwined with the pain of
loss. The memories of the mother are not just personal but resonate with the collective
experiences of Dalit women who have often been the pillars of strength in their families. The
deep emotional connection and the mother’s nurturing presence highlight the essential role of
maternal figures in providing emotional support and resilience against societal oppression.
The “deep stab of pain” also reflects the broader anguish of the Dalit community, who face
systemic discrimination and marginalization. The mother’s actions in the poem symbolize the
small, everyday acts of resistance and survival that define Dalit life. The maternal love and
care depicted in the poem are acts of defiance against a society that seeks to dehumanize and
diminish the Dalit identity.

Parting my tangled hair
Drying it with care
The joy of seeping warmth

The spreading waves of peace
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These lines are rich with sensory details and evoke a deep sense of comfort and tranquility.
The imagery of a mother parting and drying her child’s tangled hair is a powerful symbol of
care and nurturing. It signifies the painstaking efforts of a mother to untangle not just the
physical knots in the hair but also the emotional and psychological stresses her child faces.
This act is particularly significant in the Dalit context, where such moments of tenderness

provide a stark contrast to the external harshness of societal discrimination.

From her saree an aroma
Of scented sandalwood
The scent of Mother

| remember it well

And can still smell

Its special fragrance

These lines open with a vivid sensory image of the aroma of sandalwood emanating from the
mother’s saree. Sandalwood, often associated with purity and spirituality in Indian culture,
evokes a sense of sanctity and warmth. The “scent of Mother” symbolizes the enduring
presence and influence of maternal love. The act of remembering this scent highlights the
deep emotional bond and the lasting impact of a mother’s care. The repeated emphasis on the
scent underscores its importance in the poet’s memory, signifying how deeply ingrained and
cherished these experiences are. For a Dalit child, such moments of warmth and affection are
particularly significant as they offer solace and a sense of belonging in a world that

frequently marginalizes and discriminates against them.

At night while in bed
The softness of its folds
Would caress my face

I would kiss it and kiss it
And drift off to sleep
And all would be bliss.

The transition to the night-time setting brings a sense of calm and security. The “softness of
its folds™ caressing the poet’s face symbolizes the gentle and comforting touch of the mother.

This tactile imagery reinforces the physical and emotional comfort provided by the mother’s
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saree, which acts as a surrogate for her presence. The repetitive action of kissing the saree
before drifting off to sleep emphasizes the deep emotional attachment and the longing for the
mother’s presence. This ritualistic behavior suggests a search for comfort and security in the

familiar scent and texture of the saree, which serve as a source of emotional solace.

| am now forty
And mother to two
Yet to this very day

My heart reaches for her

These lines establish the poet’s current stage in life, juxtaposing her role as a mother with her
lasting need for her own mother’s presence. This duality emphasizes the cyclical nature of
maternal love and the way it transcends generations. Despite being an adult and a mother
herself, the poet’s heart continues to yearn for her mother, highlighting the deep emotional
bond that remains unbroken by time. The phrase “my heart reaches for her” is particularly
poignant, capturing a sense of longing and incompleteness. This yearning is not merely
sentimental but deeply rooted in the emotional and psychological support that the mother

provided, which continues to be a source of strength and comfort.

| seek that special fragrance

My yearning undiminished

The scent of the mother, previously described as the aroma of sandalwood from her saree,
becomes a powerful symbol of her enduring presence. The poet’s continued search for this
“special fragrance” signifies a longing for the comfort, security, and love that her mother
embodied. This undiminished yearning underscores the profound impact of maternal love,

which remains a constant source of emotional sustenance even in the mother’s absence.
Her breath has now stilled

Yet her scent lives on
Within me.
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These lines convey the stark reality of the mother’s death, marked by the phrase “her breath
has now stilled.” Despite this loss, the mother’s scent, representing her love and presence,
continues to live on within the poet. This internalization of the mother’s essence signifies
how deeply ingrained and influential maternal love is, forming a core part of the poet’s
identity and emotional landscape.

The emotions expressed in the poem are deeply intertwined with the broader experiences of
Dalit lives. The enduring bond with the mother and the comfort derived from her memory
reflect the resilience and strength of the Dalit community, which often finds solace and
support within familial and communal relationships. The mother’s love serves as a
counterbalance to the systemic oppression and discrimination faced by Dalits, providing a

source of inner strength and resistance.

13.5 “The Scent of Mother”: theme, motifs, symbols and dalit register

“The Scent of Mother” by Bama is a profound exploration of memory, maternal love, and the
enduring impact of caste-based oppression. Through vivid imagery, sensory details, and
emotive language, Bama captures the essence of a child’s bond with her mother, highlighting
how this relationship provides emotional sustenance amidst the harsh realities of Dalit life.
The central theme of ‘The Scent of Mother’ is the enduring bond between mother and child,
encapsulated through the sensory memory of the mother’s scent. This theme is intricately
linked with the broader context of Dalit identity and resilience. The poem explores how
maternal love serves as a refuge and source of strength against the backdrop of systemic
discrimination and social marginalization faced by Dalits. Another prominent theme is the
intergenerational transmission of care and resilience. The poet, now a mother herself, reflects
on her lasting connection with her own mother, emphasizing how these bonds of love and
support are crucial for sustaining the emotional and psychological well-being of Dalit
individuals.

Sensory details, particularly the sense of smell, are a recurring motif in the poem. The
mother’s scent, described as the aroma of scented sandalwood, serves as a powerful trigger
for memory and emotional connection. This motif underscores the deep psychological impact
of maternal care and the way sensory experiences can evoke vivid and enduring memories.
The motif of maternal care is central to the poem. Acts such as parting and drying the poet’s

hair, wiping her face with the edge of a saree, and the scent of the mother’s saree symbolize
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the nurturing and protective role of the mother. These actions highlight the tenderness and
intimacy of the mother-child relationship, providing emotional security and comfort.
Throughout the poem, there is an underlying motif of resistance and resilience. The poet’s
memories of her mother and the comfort derived from these memories symbolize the strength
and resilience of Dalit women who provide emotional support and nurture their children
despite the oppressive social structures.

The saree serves as a symbol of the mother’s presence, care, and cultural identity. It
represents the tactile and emotional comfort provided by the mother. The softness of the
saree’s folds, its scent, and the act of wiping the poet’s face with it all symbolize the
nurturing and protective aspects of maternal love. Rain in the poem symbolizes cleansing,
renewal, and a temporary escape from societal constraints. The imagery of rain soaking the
poet to the skin and the joy of splashing in the rain represents moments of freedom and pure
joy, contrasting with the oppressive realities of caste discrimination.

Bama employs a Dalit register throughout the poem, using language and imagery that
resonate with the lived experiences of Dalit individuals. The language of the poem is simple
yet evocative, reflecting the authenticity of the poet’s experiences. This simplicity enhances
the accessibility of the poem, allowing readers to connect deeply with the emotions and
sensory experiences described. The poem focuses on everyday experiences and sensory
details, grounding the narrative in the tangible realities of Dalit life. This emphasis humanizes
Dalit experiences and challenges dehumanizing stereotypes perpetuated by the dominant
caste society. The poem’s emphasis on memory and maternal love serves as a form of
resistance against caste oppression. By cherishing and celebrating these moments of intimacy

and care, the poet asserts the dignity and humanity of Dalit lives.

13.6 Let’s Sum Up

Bama, a prominent Dalit feminist poet, powerfully captures the experiences of Dalit women
through her evocative writing. Her poem ‘The Scent of Mother’ highlights the profound and
enduring bond between a mother and her child amidst the backdrop of systemic caste
oppression. The poem uses vivid imagery and sensory details, particularly the scent of the
mother’s saree, to convey deep emotional connections and memories.

Central themes include the resilience and strength derived from maternal love, the
intergenerational transmission of care, and the importance of sensory memory. Motifs such as
the scent of sandalwood, rain, and acts of maternal care emphasize comfort and security,

contrasting with the harsh realities of Dalit life. The poem also subtly underscores resistance

193



against societal constraints, celebrating the humanity and dignity of Dalit individuals. Bama’s
simple yet powerful language and the use of everyday experiences ground the poem in the
tangible realities of Dalit life, challenging dehumanizing narratives. ‘The Scent of Mother’
stands as a testament to the enduring strength, love, and resilience of Dalit women, asserting

their worth and humanity in a world that often seeks to marginalize them.

13.7 Questions for Self-Assessment

e How does Bama’s personal background as a Dalit and a woman influence the themes
and imagery in her poem ‘The Scent of Mother’?

e What are the central themes of ‘The Scent of Mother,” and how do they reflect the
broader context of Dalit identity and resilience?

e How does Bama use sensory details and imagery in the poem to evoke emotions and
create a vivid connection to the mother’s presence?

e In what ways does ‘The Scent of Mother’ challenge dehumanizing narratives and
stereotypes about Dalit lives?

e How does the poem reflect the intergenerational transmission of care and resilience

within Dalit families?

13.8 Further Readings

Ravikumar and R Azhagarasan’s The Oxford India Anthology of Tamil Dalit Writing (2012)
Bama’s Karukku (1992)
Bama’s Sangati (2008)
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